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For many years American literature ignored the 
strong, forthright presence of African American women 
writers, as well as their contribution to the American 
literary canon. Authors such as Francis Harper, Zora Neale 
Hurston, and Toni Morrison have produced a unique African 
American female-centered perspective within a traditional 
European-centered American literary tradition. The 
written tradition oftentimes ignores the contributions of 
many African American foremothers towards the construction of 
American literature. Perhaps the European-centered literary 
cannon viewed African American literature as unimportant. 
However, when it finally chose to acknowledge African 
American literature, attention was placed on African American 
male writers like Richard Wright, Arnold Bontempts, Ralph 
Ellison, and W.E.B. DuBois. Mary Helen Washington, in "The 
Darkened Eye Restored," blames both racism and sexism for the 
absence of the African American woman's voice in American 
literature. She argues as follows: 
If there is a single distinguishing feature of the 
literature of black women—and this accounts for 
their lack of recognition—it is this: their 
literature is about black women; it takes the 
trouble to record the thoughts, words, feelings, 
and deeds of black women, experiences that make the 
realities of being black in America look very 
different from what men have written (35). 
This blatant omission created an urgency for writers such as 
Frances E. W. Harper and Zora Neale Hurston to courageously 
confront a traditional literary podium that historically 
objectifies and negates the presence of African women. 
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Pioneer and author, Francis E.W. Harper, was a staunch 
civil rights advocate and supporter of women's rights. Her 
unique Civil War text, Iola Leroy (1892), was among the first 
to induct an African American woman character into the role 
of heroine, thereby portraying her emotional and physical 
capabilities. These women were the hidden heroines of 
American society. For a soldier in distress, many African 
American women were surrogate mothers, nurses, and private 
confidants. Harper's novel differed from the traditional 
patriotic war narrative. As an African American woman, 
Harper saw and wrote via the tinctured lenses of female- 
centered perspectivism. Rather than follow the traditional 
subject matter of that period, which consisted of stories 
about the confederacy, Harper chose a different writing path. 
Harper's perspective examined the clandestine and unreported 
accomplishments of many African American war heroines. What 
differentiates Iola Leroy from other works during this era is 
the narrative's primary focus, the intelligent and assertive 
African American female heroine, Iola Leroy. Elizabeth 
Young's essay "Warring Fictions: Iola Leroy and the Color of 
Gender" examines Harper's true objective of bringing to the 
forefront the African American woman's role during the Civil 
War era. She asserts in the following statement, 
As a war novel, then, Harper's text executes a 
series of complicated generic maneuvers that 
crosscut race and gender. Most obviously, it 
recasts white male narratives of combat to 
foreground black men's heroism; but it goes on to 
decenter that combat narrative itself, making women 
central actors in the war...An elusive figure, she 
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turns the war into a maternal quest for women, a 
familial quest for the slave community, as a 
whole, and an opportunity to write fictional forms 
of war narrative with a black female signature 
(283). 
Iola Leroy, a mulatta, faces a variety of societal and 
identity challenges which result from her fair complexion and 
her gender. Unlike other authors of the period, Harper was 
the first to appreciate the African American woman's physical 
contributions and sacrifices. Rather than negate the African 
American woman's presence in American literary tradition, 
Harper celebrates her talents. Her innovative writing 
strategy completes a task few writers have undertaken in the 
past. 
As a pioneer writer, Harper lays the foundation upon 
which many future African American women novelists would base 
their works — the development of a woman-centered text. For 
example, Barbara Christian in her essay, "Trajectories of 
Self Definition: Placing Contemporary Afro-American Women's 
Fiction," observes similarities linking Frances Harper's 
writing style with that of Jessie Fauset. Christian 
suggests, "Rather Iola Leroy is a version of the "lady" 
Americans were expected to respect and honor, even though she 
is black..." (235). Harper's characterization of Iola Leroy 
exposes a Euroamerican reading audience which oftentimes was 
unwilling to understand the inner core of an African American 
woman. It was inevitable that American literature reflected 
a post-Civil war antebellum mentality that expressed little 
interest in the African American community, much less an 
interest in the feelings of African American women. 
Harney 4 
Whether or not Harper wrote with the intent of becoming 
a literary pioneer, she successfully created a distinct trail 
for future black women artists. Native Floridian, and Harlem 
Renaissance writer, Zora Neale Hurston represents one of many 
such artists who followed in Harper's footsteps. Like Harper, 
Hurston's fiction routinely casts African American women 
characters in non-traditional roles. Hurston's critically 
acclaimed work, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), 
exemplifies a genre of African American literature that 
boldly questions the traditional role of women within the 
southern black community. 
Janie Crawford is a self sufficient, attractive, 
assertive black woman who, unfortunately, is misunderstood by 
both men and women in her community. Throughout the novel, 
Janie's overall existence is oftentimes objectified and 
subjected to inaccurate assumptions. For instance, she is 
often assumed to be promiscuous and immoral. Oftentimes, her 
former husbands and other men could not see beyond her 
physical attributes of long-hair and fair-skin, and such 
adoration caused them to place her on a pedestal. Eventually, 
a rift developed in the community because the wives of these 
men were jealous of Janie's beauty and unwarranted attention. 
In contrast, Janie chooses to ignore her communal 
surroundings (the rumors and cold stares of neighbors). She 
realizes that as a mentally strong, and independent black 
woman no longer must she succumb to a patriarchal myth that 
sometimes suggests that women cannot be functionally 
independent of men. 
Harper and Hurston represent two different time periods 
wherein, each woman wrote to dispel some of the myths and 
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stigmas attached to African American womanhood. Regardless 
of this chronological difference, certain parallels link 
Hurston's protagonist, Janie Crawford, with Harper's Civil 
War mulatta heroine, Iola Leroy. Physically, both women are 
fair-complexioned, and they both embark upon lifelong 
journeys in which they seek their true identities. The 
respective search affects Iola and Janie differently, yet 
both women learn the vital role which history or ancestry 
plays in the development and acceptance of one's self. 
The primary element that separates Harper from Hurston 
is their diverse reading public. Harper exposes a vital era 
within black history—the emancipation of African slaves. 
Hurston, on the other hand, relies on the Harlem Renaissance 
period, and in doing so, brings forth a new kind of African 
American woman writer. Zora Neale Hurston's missionary 
textual style as seen in Their Eyes Were Watching God, 
exemplifies a stronger, more assertive African American woman 
who equates femininity with blackness. Janie Crawford, 
unlike Iola Leroy, refuses to suppress her true self, nor did 
she conform to patriarchal standards that objectified a 
woman's sexuality and inner self. Contrary to historical 
works wherein "the writers emphasize the self-directedness of 
their heroines, as well as their light-skinned beauty and 
Christian morality" Hurston's methodology emphasizes the 
entire physical, psychological, and spiritual spectrum of the 
African American woman (Christian 235-236). 
As an innovative and talented writer, Zora Neale Hurston 
set the pace for many African American women writers. 
Hurston is best known for her folklore, and for telling real- 
life "love stories". Furthermore, like Harper, in many 
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instances, black women were dependent, intelligent leading 
characters. This textual creativity is the foundation upon 
which Hurston formulates her blueprint that contemporary 
black women writers use as a model for their works. 
The end result of both Harper and Hurston's textual 
labor is Toni Morrison. As the only African American woman, 
and one of only three African Americans to receive the Nobel 
Prize for literature, Morrison has attained legendary status. 
Born February 18, 1931 in Lorain, Ohio, Morrison, through her 
fiction, forces readers to reexamine the parameters that 
define traditional American literature. As an author, 
professor, and critic, Morrison personifies the collaborative 
effort of literary foremothers of the past. While Harper is 
the pioneer and surveyor, Hurston exemplifies the courageous 
missionary, and Morrison as the trusted messenger continues 
the education process for African Americans and Africans 
throughout the diaspora. In an introduction to Toni Morrison 
Critical Perspectives Past and Present, Henry Louis Gates 
recognizes Morrison's literary talents, 
Her themes are often those expected of naturalist 
fiction- the burden of history, the determining 
social effects of race, gender, class- but they are 
also the great themes of lyrical modernism: love, 
death, betrayal, and the burden of the individual's 
responsibility for her or his own fate (ix). 
Morrison's written discourse illustrates many components 
within the African American community. One vital segment in 
African American culture centers on oral communication or 
orature, ie. dialogue, songs, spirituals, and folklore. 
Morrison restructures a traditional African American literary 
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cannon by using innovative strategies that reflect: 
chronological alterations, geographical displacement, 
familial union and lineage, historical or ancestral 
background, and character development. These techniques 
differentiate Morrison from other African American writers, 
and in doing so, creates a space for her individuality. 
Trudier Harris, in the essay "Literary History and Literary 
Folklore," acknowledges Morrison's innovation in the 
comment, 
Frequently in her works, Morrison replicates the 
dynamic of folk communities by showing how people 
interact with each other to shape tales, legends, 
rumors, and folk beliefs. Instead of simply 
including isolated items of folklore, she manages 
to simulate the ethos of folk communities, to 
saturate her novels with a folk aura 
intrinsic to the texturing of the whole (11). 
Hence, oral reconstruction enables Morrison to honor the oral 
tales and lore of the past. Simultaneously, she places in 
high regard those African American female griots in the 
community. These women are oftentimes elderly matriarchs, 
grandmothers, wives, sisters, and aunts who provide profound, 
verbal lessons on the duties and uncertainties of life. 
Morrison's women-centered texts portray the historical 
and literary marginalization of African American women. A 
careful examination of her texts also reveals her usage and 
development of oral communication based on African American 
cultural heritage. Women critics identify the spoken and 
unspoken dialogue amongst her female characters as revealing 
of the feelings of loss, pain, anger, and love. The 
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intuitive nature of many African American women encourages 
oral communication to operate and function as a tool that 
heals and releases women from the confines of a male-centered 
space or agency. Karla Holloway, in an excerpt from 
Doublestitch, illustrates the physical and spiritual 
communication that is evident when African American women 
assemble together. 
Their community was well-established. They had 
ritualized those mornings spent in Mama's kitchen, 
the evenings on our porch. Our house was the base 
for Thursday breakfast, supper, late night talk and 
a kind of gathering of spirit that I didn't 
understand then, but respected (or feared, or 
envied) for the strength that was obviously a part 
of these women's meetings (29). 
As a messenger, Morrison educates audiences about the 
historical atrocities that millions of Africans were 
subjected to under the institution of slavery. Her textual 
seeds have their roots in slavery which, in turn, blossomed 
into literary flowers that portrayed the lives of African 
Americans, and more specifically, African American women. 
The portrayal reveals the psychological, physical, emotional, 
economic, and physiological scars that African American women 
endured from a patriarchal and discriminatory society. 
Minrose C. Gwinn refers to an example of these afflictions, 
especially instances of sexual objectification, in her essay, 
"Green-eyed Monsters of the Slavocracy: Jealous Mistresses in 
Two Slave Narratives," 
When black women did write or tell of their 
experiences, they were meant to be and often were 
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particularly vivid testimonials of sexual 
exploitation and disruption of family ties, the two 
greatest evils of slavery for the American 
Victorian mind (42). 
Through their literary discourse, Harper, Hurston, and 
Morrison reveal the unpleasant physical, economic, and 
psychological effects slavery dispenses upon the African 
American community, and especially the African American 
woman. In doing so, these artists intentionally create a 
segment of literature that portrays the invaluable familial, 
political, social, and economic contributions of African 
American women in the building and construction of America. 
As members of the African American community, these women 
writers possess a cultural understanding and sensitivity 
which enables them to empathize with their community and all 
of its emotional and psychological struggles. Hence, this 
reveals the strength of communal relations. According to 
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, in Reading Black Reading Feminist, it 
is important to recognize an intertextual written bond is 
essential in the analysis of African American women's works. 
Autobiographies of black women, each of which is 
necessarily personal and unique, constitute a 
running commentary on the collective experience of 
black women in the United States. Their common 
denominator, which establishes their integrity as a 
subgenre, derives not from the general categories 
of race or sex, but from the historical experience 
of being black and female in a specific society at 
a specific moment and over succeeding generations 
(178-179). 
Harney 10 
Like other writers, Fox-Genovese recognizes that the African 
American woman requires both acknowledgement and 
understanding. Written discourse, whether autobiographical 
or fictional, is the necessary starting point for this 
process. Oftentimes, these foremothers lamented voices of 
anger, fear, courage, and faith in hopes of educating future 
generations. Many of these cherished voices have remained 
anonymous within the Euroamerican literary domain. Regardless 
of such blatant oversights, the inclusion of the African 
American woman's perspective is essential in order to 
accurately reflect the diversity of American literature. 
Slavery and its effects on African American women are a 
recurring theme in many of Morrison's works. Mae Henderson, 
observing some of the key components that comprise the 
African American woman's ancestral voice, notes that the 
"inner speech" of African American women oftentimes centers 
around "the familial or testimonial in public or competitive 
discourses" while engaging in conversation (Henderson 121). 
It is important to note that these voices vary according to 
audience and subject matter, and may also be influenced by 
variables such as one's gender, one's physical location or 
environment, and one's socioeconomic status. More 
importantly, in the African American community, men and women 
communicate differently according to their surrounding gender 
and circumstance. Nevertheless, Henderson also suggests that 
the "black women's speech/writing becomes at once a dialogue 
between self and society and between self and psyche" (119). 
One must note, that Henderson's theory on the African 
American woman's voice has distinct roots in African American 
cultural multiplicity and complexity. 
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In Jazz and Song of Solomon Morrison creates a strategy 
that can be described as coding, or more specifically 
'Morrisonian Coding.' This coding technique is comprised of 
two vital components, signification and ancestral voice. 
This study asserts the position that signification is the 
foundation that influences the development of ancestral 
voice. Signification encompasses a variety of oral forms. 
African American signifiera may include, negro 
spirituals/church hymns, tales, fables, or daily informal 
conversation. For the purpose of this study, ancestral voice 
is a woman-centered approach that analyzes the spiritual, 
physical, and ancestral layers of African American womanhood. 
This author suggests that ancestral voice functions as a 
signifier in each female character's dialogue — characters 
such as Violet, Alice, and Dorcas in Jazz, Pilate, Ruth, and 
Hagar in Song of Solomon. Hence, Morrison's African American 
women characters simultaneously use ancestral voice and 
signification as intercommunicative discourses or a 
cosmological interaction which transcends time, space, and 
class, thereby encompassing the physical, verbal, and 
textual. Before applying both concepts to Morrison's texts, 
it is imperative to clearly define their origins. 
Both concepts have their historical roots in African 
oral literature which differs from any other written or 
spoken art form. Historically, Euroamerican scholars have 
questioned the actual existence of this kind of literature, 
and have also doubted whether oral tradition is a valid or 
acceptable form of literary discourse. Traditional 
Euroamerican conventions relegate literature to a purely 
written form, thereby negating the presence of non-European 
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culture-specific artistic creations such as African oral 
literature. In her famous, pioneering book, Oral Literature 
in Africa, Ruth Finnegan opposes regimental Euroamerican 
written standards. She contends that a 'simple' conversion 
of an African tale into written text stifles the speaker's 
individualism and creativity. She notes the hazards that 
generally accompany written translation of oral literature in 
the following argument, 
Unfortunately it is precisely this aspect which is 
most often overlooked in recording and interpreting 
instances of oral literature. This model leads us 
to think of the written element as the primary and 
thus somehow the most fundamental material in every 
kind of literature —a concentration on the words 
to the exclusion of the vital and essential aspect 
of performance (4). 
African dramas and shows require a unique closeness to 
each member of the audience. This bond, whether educational, 
spiritual, literal or figurative, distinguishes Westernized 
written literary text from African verbal literature. Unlike 
words on a page, each performer maintains flexibility via 
speech and body language, thereby communicating with the 
audience. Voice transcends its literal purpose and becomes a 
teaching device; on the contrary, the traditional 
Euroamerican literary cannon oftentimes succumbs to finality 
once words are applied to paper. 
Patience, creativity, and diversity are necessary to 
ensure proper transmission of African oral literature. As 
communal messengers, these actors, speakers, or orators, 
relay instructional lessons that reflect historical, 
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religious, educational beliefs and teachings that vary with 
each community, within such teachings, African verbal 
literature creates a space of flexibility, and in doing so 
lessons are ongoing for generations. Therefore, demographic 
factors such as age, gender, or geographical origin are 
essential and relevant to the holistic learning process. 
African oral literature is not subjected to the same rigid 
format that is often reguired in Euroamerican written text 
which allows no flexibility for diversity (Finnegan 5). 
African narrators and performers are not stifled nor confined 
to specific words or actions and this creative element 
encourages learning for everyone, both young and old. 
The actor functions as a type of signifier and places 
roots in spoken and unspoken repertoires that each actor 
possesses. Oral testimonies vary according to one's age, 
gender, spirit, family, and social upbringing, yet each 
component functions as a signifier in the construction of a 
performance. Whether an actor reveals a myth, oracle, tale 
or parable he signifies and bases audience interaction on 
personal experience both past and present. African critic, 
Isidore Okpewho, observes this unique involvement in his 
book, African Oral Literature Backgrounds, Character, and 
Continuity. He asserts the important role one's psyche plays 
in the development of each actor's performance. 
The minds of both performer and audience are 
relieved of various problems that have been 
pressing on them throughout the day. In the case 
of storytelling, the fact that the tales are set in 
a fantastic, nonhuman world helps to lift the minds 
of both performer and audience away from the 
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limitations of human life to a world of blissful 
wish fulfillment (109). 
It is inevitable that no two stories/tales are alike because 
each actor possesses an individual psyche that requires 
different thought, physical, and verbal presentation. 
African oral tradition encompasses ancestry, religion, 
and predictions of future occurrences. Furthermore, this 
verbal discourse manifests itself in a variety of venues, ie. 
songs, chants, that examine human feelings of love, hate, and 
human concerns or conditions such as death and war. Orature 
enables many persons to experience feelings of longing, 
mourning, happiness, and sadness; and it is through these 
experiences that signification transforms into a form of 
healing or resolution. 
Once Europeans arrived in Africa with their capitalistic 
ideology, their presence brought forth a chaotic change in 
the historical transmission of African orature. The actual 
development and implementation of an inhumane enslavement 
system stripped the African of his overall physical, 
emotional, and psychological identity. Over the span of many 
decades the absence of traditional lifestyle elements within 
African communities established the pattern for evolutionary 
language within the spoken community as well as the emergence 
of signification via code-switching and mixing. J.L. Dillard 
explains possible factors that account for the development of 
codes in History of Black English. 
Thus, language mixing developed later, after some 
of the crews had learned the hard way that the 
Africans did not welcome being enslaved. It 
therefore seems entirely probable that some of the 
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slave ships contained relatively homogeneous 
linguistic groups. In some cases the circumstances 
of slave trading brought further mixing after the 
arrival of the slaves in the New World (74). 
The forced removal of Africans from their homeland, in 
addition to an unwarranted displacement into unfamiliar 
surroundings, created a change in the psyche of many slaves. 
African American foremothers and forefathers attempted to 
educate their children in their traditions, yet the 
institution of slavery was a hostile environment where 
communication in the captives' native tongues was forbidden 
and scrutinized. However, over the course of many years, 
slaves began to form their own 'codes' in an attempt to 
secretly communicate with each other. 
The formation of such 'codes' suggests that the enslaved 
Africans developed language adaption strategies in response 
to Euroamerican influences and domination. Codes via 
signification represent some of the many survival techniques 
that enabled slaves to coexist within oppressive, inhumane 
living conditions. The primary Euroamerican influence during 
this period was both economic and sociolinguistic. The 
economic objective of Euroamericans was to develop and 
implement an inhumane enslavement system, but over time, it 
was inevitable that economics created sociolinguistic 
changes, which in turn evidenced itself in the creolization 
of the Negroes' verbal transmission and communication. 
Codes as signifiers represent one of the many resources 
in the linguistic systems of Black English. Prior to the 
transatlantic American slave trade, several African 
communities had already established diverse productive 
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societies that reflected both intellect and economic 
dependence. Some sociolinguistic studies on Black English 
have helped to debunk inferences which suggest that the 
institution of slavery rescued many Africans from barbaric 
social structures, and that by exposing Africans to 
Westernized culture and language this brought forth more 
civilized persons. In the text, Pidginization and 
Creolization of Languages, Dell Hymes refutes previous 
notions that African languages did not exist prior to 
European colonization. This contradicts the segment of 
American history that believed that many Africans were an 
uncommunicative people. In other words, certain fundamental 
African language skills were already in place prior to the 
captives' forced enslavement and removal. 
...While these languages have come into being and 
existed largely at the margins of historical 
consciousness-on trading ships, on plantations, in 
mines and colonial armies...often under the most 
limiting of harshest of conditions-their very 
origin and development under such conditions 
attests to fundamental characteristics of language 
and human nature (Hymes, 5). 
For some of the captives, 'codes' assisted in the maintenance 
of mental sanity and familial and ancestral ties as these 
communities made concerted efforts to attain freedom. 
The oral 'codes' which continued to provide an 
invaluable service, were expressed in linguistic and 
paralinguistic forms, ie. speech and body language. Examples 
of such language coding systems occur in dialogues, prayers, 
songs, spirituals, folklore or any forms of orature that are 
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used as a communication device. Morrison, employs the use of 
the coding system in many of her novels. Furthermore, a 
thorough observation of her works reveals that she relies 
heavily upon the use of folkloric codes in the creation of 
her texts. 
An insightful body of literature has been produced on 
the inter-relatedness of the linguistic resources of Black 
English and African American literature. Indeed, the 
establishment and explication of such inter-relatedness has 
shed more light on the resourcefulness of African American 
literature. In the interpretation of Jazz and Song of 
Solomon, it is perhaps, more important to examine both 
novels, using the notions of signification and ancestral 
voice. In addition, this approach to interpretation helps to 
incorporate the African American woman's perspective into the 
literary realm of textual analyses. 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr. in his book, The Signifying 
Monkey, investigates the way in which the black vernacular 
tradition influences the Afro-American literary tradition. 
His approach to criticism is from an Afrocentric perspective 
which enriches the traditional or canonical Euroamerican 
centered interpretation. Gates' research examines numerous 
forms of African cultural signification. His two central 
trickster figures Esu-Elegbara (African) and the Signifying 
Monkey (African American) are literal and figurative 
representations and symbols of a rich and diverse cultural 
and linguistic heritage. According to Gates, these separate 
trickster figures (Esu-Elegbara and the Signifying Monkey) 
"serve in their respective traditions as points of conscious 
articulation of language traditions aware of themselves as 
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traditions, complete without a history/ patterns of 
development and revision..." (xxi). 
Gates' Signification Theory symbolizes one valuable 
asset of coding that allows readers to delve into the 
development and construction of a character's spoken voice. 
The analysis of a person's speech reveals elements of the 
individual's personality. Factors such as a character's 
intellect, socio-economic status, and psyche determine an 
individual's ability to relate with others. The origin of 
coding closely resembles signification as it relates to 
African American literature — to operate as a communication 
mechanism. Coding too encompasses a variety of figurative 
trickster elements like song, sarcasm, prayer, irony, stream 
of consciousness, and flashback. With these strategies, one 
is able to thoroughly understand the voice of the past and 
its effect on one's future. Nevertheless, through Gates' 
signification theory one recognizes codes and understands the 
importance of the Africanist ideology in the scholarly study 
of African American literature. 
Another African American literary critic and scholar who 
uses the African American dialect as a basis for his research 
is Houston Baker. In the text, Blues Ideology and Afro- 
American Literature A Vernacular Theory, the foundation for 
much of Baker's work rests in the theory of a Euroamerican 
capitalistic mendacity of supply and demand. For the purpose 
of this study, research will briefly examine Baker's use of 
'blues' as a signifier. Due to time constraints however, his 
theory will receive minimal attention because too much 
emphasis would cause unnecessary digression. Baker contends 
that 'blues' as an oral act exemplifies one method of 
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signification. Furthermore, like many aspects of 
communication in the African American community, 'blues' 
transforms both literal and figurative meaning. 
The blues are a synthesis...Combining work songs, 
group seculars, field hollers, sacred harmonies, 
proverbial wisdom, folk philosophy, political 
commentary, ribald humor, elegiac lament, and much 
more, they constitute an amalgam that seems always 
to have been in motion in America—always becoming, 
shaping, transforming, displacing the peculiar 
experiences of Africans in the New World (5). 
This excerpt represents one of the many components that 
comprise Baker's blues matrix theory. Baker centers his 
blues definition within the time construct of the enslavement 
era. The innovative, survivalistic character of many 
Africans enabled them to create work songs, gather together 
in group seculars, and share folk philosophies as a primely 
means of fostering communication. The communal thought 
-help for everyone- enabled some captives to coexist and 
maintain a certain degree of mental sanity while being 
subjected to slavery. 
Certain parallels can be inferred between Gates and 
Baker. The core of their theories revolves around the 
presence of 'signification' in the lives and literature of 
Africans and African Americans. Baker's economic hypothesis 
produces the development of 'blues' as a pertinent signifier 
in African American communities, whereas Gates' hypothesis 
revolves around two folkloric and historical trickster 
figures, Esu-Elagbara and the Signifying Monkey. The era of 
enslavement is a commonality both men share. Each critic 
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roots a significant portion of his theory in this time 
period, perhaps to re-emphasize slavery's influence on 
African American literature. 
The inclusion of these theories in African American 
critical tradition is vital in understanding the origin and 
function of Black voices in American literature. The theories 
of signification and blues matrix transform and reestablish 
new boundaries for African American literature. Theoretical 
approaches such as the ones provided by Gates and Baker 
stimulate a new way of studying and researching the semiotic 
functions of African American dialect in literature. In 
doing so, these pioneer scholars have established a 
theoretical Afro-centered perspective that has largely been 
ignored in Euroamerican literary tradition. 
Karla Holloway examines voices of African American women 
with a different approach. In the essay, "The Idea of 
Ancestry: African American writers" she emphasizes the value 
of the 'ancestral voice' in African American communities when 
used as a communicative device. An individual's 'ancestral 
voice' performs a variety of functions. In many cases it is 
used as an oral teaching device passed down from generation 
to generation. 'Ancestral voice' encompasses the physical, 
the spiritual, and the psychological. 
Holloway's theory creates a solid foundation for many 
African American women authors. In an excerpt from Moorings 
and Metaphors, she explains that via voice "the idea of 
ancestry revises the histories that it reenacts through its 
intimate mediation of history and memory" (122). Holloway's 
assertion relates to many African American novelists, such as 
Harper, Hurston, and Morrison, since 'ancestral voices' 
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function as a means of ' (re)membrance' thereby creating an 
environment for the linkage of one's past and one's present. 
Henderson's voice theory and Holloway's ideology of 
ancestry are essential in the development and analysis of the 
'coding' theory in Morrison's works selected for the study. 
Hence, to fully comprehend the literary significance and 
relevance of the Morrisonian Coding theory a brief analysis 
of its origin would be instructive. The foundational 
principles of Morrisonian coding are centered within the 
theories of signification and ancestral voice. Both 
ideologies operate simultaneously in the development and 
enunciation of Morrisonian coding strategies. Although the 
strategies differ in each novel, Morrison's style is 
premeditated and deliberate. A careful socio-linguistic study 
of Jazz, and Song of Solomon will be able to deconstruct the 
historicism of 'Morrisonian codes' and explore its relevance 
to ancestral voice. Thus, the present research will examine 
the relevance of signification as it pertains to the 
development of ancestral voice in Morrison's characters. The 
main intent of this study is to analyze Morrison's use of 
specific codes as everchanging, infinite signifiers to 
educate her reading audiences. Morrison intentionally forms 
a trilogy relationship between women characters within each 
text -Violet, Alice, and Dorcas in Jazz, and Pilate, Ruth, 
and Hagar in Song of Solomon. Morrison appears to cast her 
women characters with contrasting characteristics and into 
leading roles to illustrate the flexibility within her 
theory. More importantly, from an ideological perspective, 
Morrisonian codes are a collaborative representation of 
African American womens' personalities and voices. 
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The concept of the African American woman's voice has 
deep roots within the slavery tradition. During slavery, 
African Americans were often legally restricted from reading 
and writing. Therefore any type of written documentation or 
writing material (e.g. books, pens, and paper) was taboo and 
possession of such material could result in sever punishment 
or even death. European slave masters discouraged literacy in 
an attempt to control the psyche and spirit of the victimized 
African slaves. 
This preemptive hindrance brought forth a new kind of 
communication—the transmission of oral translation or what 
might appropriately be called orature. Eventually, the 
principle of oral translation became the sole recall 
mechanism throughout the slave community. Scholar's such as 
Trudier Harris have identified the importance of orature 
(oral speech, songs, secret messages, etc.) as a 
communicative device and a survival tactic among slaves (2). 
A majority of African communities had established orature and 
language prior to their forced displacement, and once the 
slaves arrived on American soil, many were discouraged and 
punished for speaking their native languages. Over time, 
members of these communities became active participants of 
code-switching. In speaking these codes, slaves developed 
the ability to manipulate language for their own benefit  
survival. 
CHAPTER I 
THE THEORETICAL DEFINITION 
OF SIGNIFICATION AND 
ANCESTRAL VOICE 
Harney 23 
Signification and the ancestral voice are the elements 
that make up the Morrisonian Coding Theory. Signification, 
can be verbal or physical. Verbal signification encompasses 
oral announcements of negro spirituals, tales, and proverbs, 
whereas physical signification includes expressive body 
language or movements such as hand clapping or foot stomping. 
Signification is prevalent in African American culture. 
Black people, like many other language users, exploit and 
extend the literal and figurative resources of language. 
Consequently, linguistic expressions acquire dual meanings. 
During the enslavement era, slaves would intentionally speak 
in literal and figurative codes in an effort to undermine the 
abilities of their slave owners and overseers to decode their 
sociolinguistic interactions. 
In African American literature, the African American 
woman's ancestral voice symbolizes a contemporary method of 
signification. The ancestral voice encompasses both gender 
and spirituality. More importantly, black women participate 
in verbal and nonverbal signification as a necessary means of 
communication. A close analysis of contemporary African 
American women's fiction reveals specific features of 
signification. The signification formula is comprised of 
three essential linguistic and paralinguistic components. 
Examples of these components include: expressive 
body language, a speech pattern versed in communal ideals or 
paradigms, and the notion of spirituality. It is important to 
note that the origin of signification and ancestral voice 
begins with African oral tradition and folklore. Oral 
tradition and folklore are two teaching mechanisms that 
educate children about lessons of life. Alan Dundes's The 
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Study of Folklore provides the present study with a working 
definition of folklore which can be applied to African and 
African American oral and written discourse. According to 
Dundes, 
'Folk' can refer to any group of people whatsoever 
who share at least one common factor...It does not 
matter what the linking factor is — it could be a 
common occupation, language, or religion—but what 
is important is that a group formed for whatever 
reason will have some traditions which it calls its 
own (2). 
Over time, the expression of folk tradition and lore has 
undergone significant changes in African and African American 
culture. From an improvisational standpoint, these 
alterations are seen in the oral and physical expressions of 
each performer or folklorist. The role of the performer 
alternates with individual audiences and in doing so, no one 
tale is the same. Folklore is a collaboration of several 
elements such as myths, legends, folktales, jokes, proverbs, 
riddles, chants, charms, blessings, and curses (Dundes 3). In 
African and African American societies these elements educate 
and entertain both young and old audiences. When applied to 
the African and African American realm of oral and written 
discourse those elements of songs and legends take on both 
figurative and literal importance. Signification is the 
primary process through which theses techniques are 
expressed. 
Signification, as an oral art form, has roots within the 
African continent. Historically, Africans engaged in 
signifying as a means of expression, interaction, and 
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enjoyment. Signification functions as a means of 
communication for two or more people. The traditional 
Euroamerican literary cannon assumes that methodologies of 
signification are coined from Western indoctrination and 
teaching. Henry Louis Gates, in The Signifying Monkey, 
refutes this assertion through his development of 
signification as a literary theory. The Yoruba culture is 
the basis upon which Gates constructs his theory and in doing 
so, he introduces the central trickster figure Esu-Elegbara. 
As an omniscient member of his community, Esu represents 
complexity, spirituality, and unity. As a spiritual 
interpreter, Esu comprehends oracles sent to him from the 
gods and then he transforms those messages into daily 
teachings for others to follow. As an interactive member, 
Esu personifies several talents. It is Gates' contention 
that, 
Esu is the free play or element of undecidability 
within the If a textual universe; Esu endlessly 
displaces meaning, deferring it by the play of 
signification. He is the primal figure in a truly 
black hermeneutic tradition. Esu is analogy, but 
also every other figure, for he is the trope of 
tropes, the figure of the figure (42). 
Prior to the arrival of slavery, Esu symbolized diversity and 
dexterity that was unique to African culture. As a 
commentator, he is greatly respected and admired by both 
young and old because he is a source sent from the gods. 
People abide by Esu's spiritual and earthly advice 
anticipating that the gods will bless them for being 
obedient. Kalu Ogbaa, in Gods, Oracles, and Divination, 
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explains the immense influence gods have over mankind. Ogbaa 
indicates that, 
Superior to the man-made gods are the nature gods 
and goddesses such as Ani Anyanwum Idemili and 
Amadioha whose existence cannot be threatened by 
human beings. These are the spirits of nature or 
personifications of natural forces. They cannot be 
treated with disrespect like the man-made gods... 
(27). 
The intimate relationship shared between Esu and the gods is 
essential to ensure mankind's existence. Each facet of Esu's 
being emits a communicative aura that conveys messages to 
both man and the gods. Gates analyzes Esu in great detail 
and concludes that "Esu is the ultimate copula, connecting 
truth with understanding, the sacred with the profane, text 
with interpretation..." (6). Esu, despite of his profound 
genius, possesses a physical deformity. One of his legs is 
shorter than the other and this is said to represent his dual 
position as both a servant to the gods and man ( 7 ). 
The geographical displacement and transport of African 
slaves onto the North American continent spawned an era of 
transition. For many Africans, the clash of Western culture 
and African tradition erupted into linguistic and social 
chaos. The historical fact of physical removal and 
destruction of culture and language did not halt the 
transmission of figurative and literal signification in 
African American slave communities. Nicholas Cresswell's 
historical journal accounts enabled Henry Louis Gates, Jr. to 
construct a chronological time table for African American 
signification. 
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As early as the 18th century commentators recorded 
black usages of Signification. In [the blacks'] 
songs they generally relate the usage they have 
received from their Masters or Mistresses in a very 
satirical stile [sic] and manner (Gates 66). 
Hence, the volatile relocation and enslavement of millions of 
Africans did not negate their ability to signify. Many 
Africans in the slave communities maintained a certain 
degree of oral interaction because of their childhood 
teachings. Oftentimes, youngsters were taught methods of 
memorization and rememory when listening to tales and 
legends. Communal elders were responsible for sharing 
stories as a means of educating and preparing younger 
generations for future challenges such as slavery. 
Out of American slavery emerged a new, more Westernized 
trickster character—the Signifying Monkey. The distant, 
cross-continental, and African-centered character, the 
Signifying Monkey, is the displaced cousin of Esu-Elegbara. 
Like Esu, he too is an interpreter and survivor of slavery 
who is ordained to serve a distinct purpose. Figuratively 
speaking, the monkey signifies endurance because he has 
braved the treacherous Middle Passage and the hardships of 
slavery by withstanding pain and stress. For other Africans, 
he symbolizes unity to a distinct people, heritage, and 
culture whose origins began on the African continent. Irony, 
satire, and parody are some of the many signifiers through 
which one can examine African American literature. According 
to Gates, the Signifying Monkey is of great importance when 
examining the context of African American male and female 
written discourse. 
He suggests that, 
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Perhaps the racist designation of the Afro-American 
as a monkey informed the North American features of 
this figure, perhaps the explicit aporia between 
speech and writing that forms such a crucial and 
dynamic aspect of Ifa divination was forced 
underground into the implicit by the hostile terms 
of survival demanded of the Monkey 
(42). 
Certain parallels bond Esu-Elegbara with the Signifying 
Monkey. Both tricksters maintain deep roots within an 
African-centered tradition of musical, spiritual, and oral 
folklore. Moreover, both Esu and the Monkey function as a 
source of entertainment for their audiences and in doing so, 
audiences and characters are able to alter and change. In the 
context of performance, both tricksters possess a chameleon¬ 
like psyche that emerges through irony, satire, parody, 
uncertainty, open-endedness, ambiguity, and sexuality. 
Hence, each quality enables them to act differently towards 
each audience member depending upon the particular 
circumstance. 
The use of oral signification underwent enormous 
expansion in many slave communities during the enslavement 
era. The slave's speech pattern, as a folkloric signifier, is 
one example of a linguistic authenticity never before 
evidenced by other cultures. Prior to the arrival of the 
transatlantic slave trade upon African soil, never before had 
others, European and Asian cultures, taken an interest in the 
diverse languages, dialects, and speech patterns of 
traditional Africa. The lack of curiosity on the part of 
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other cultures ensures African authenticity, thereby 
providing further support for Gates' assertion that Esu and 
the Monkey shared a unique intercultural and intimate oral 
and textual kinship. 
Many domestic and field laborers unconsciously or 
subconsciously signified in everyday conversations. Slaves 
assembled together to share gossip, tales, and stories. 
Hence, it was not unusual for one to tell a story he or she 
had learned as a youngster from an elder within the 
community. Oftentimes verbal interaction simply reflected 
social changes within immediate or neighboring slave 
communities. Verbal interaction was synonymous with daily 
occurrences and activities. Lawrence W. Levine, in Black 
Culture and Black Consciousness, illustrates a typical 
conversation within a slave community. Levine states 
Mrs. I. E. Edwards recalled that her grandmother, 
who had been reared in slavery, often told of the 
buzzard who could soar in the skies higher than any 
other bird except the eagle, but who still had to 
come down on earth to get his food. 'Our 
grandmother told us this when she wanted to explain 
to us how to be kind 
(93). 
For years, slaves knowingly engaged and participated in 
many facets of communication that would constitute 
signification. On many occasions, a member of a community 
would emulate the actions or speech of others. It is 
important to note, that the physical and psychological 
confines of slavery produced an individual who learned to 
manipulate language via signification. Melvin Dixon, in the 
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historical work, Ride Out the Wilderness, identifies certain 
signifiers present in slave spirituals. Dixon's analysis 
suggests that, 
Closer examination of the texts of the songs and 
the formal structures of the narratives, however, 
reveals that slaves appropriated a religious 
vocabulary for communication more than for belief. 
Revolutionary sentiments and plans for escape and 
insurrection were often couched in the religious 
imagery available to slaves who had few terms to 
use as weapons against despair and moral 
degradation (12). 
African American spirituals, work songs, and routine 
conversations had both figurative and literal significance. 
In regards to significance a figurative interpretation 
examines the hidden, underlying meaning whereas a literal 
analysis observes the peripheral and the obvious. Once a 
slave decided to express himself, figurative codes became his 
sole means of being understood by his fellow slaves. 
A performer's method of signification changes with time 
because his strategy is based upon the actions and influences 
of former predecessors and performers. In her assessment of 
signification, Ruth Finnegan argues that a performer only 
achieves success if the audience is able to apply lessons 
learned to daily situations (Finnegan 13). Finnegan also 
asserts with the arrival of slaves came a new breed of 
artists, who used signification as an artform in their 
creation of innovative methodologies and strategies. 
Oftentimes, these artforms were literal and figurative 
representations of culture and experience. 
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An example of one such oratory great was Frederick 
Douglass. As a speaker and author Douglass was an 
influential, well-liked signifier among both black and white 
social audiences. In The Signifying Monkey, Gates reflects 
upon Douglass' duality and contends that "The neologisms that 
Douglass' friends created, 'unmeaning jargon' to standard 
English speakers, were full of meaning to the blacks, who 
were literally defining themselves in language, just as did 
Douglass and hundreds of other slave narrators" (67). 
Douglass, through his emancipation narrative, was among 
firsts to signify via the use of the written text. In his 
writings he often expressed astonishment regarding the naive 
thoughts and actions of white slave owners. According to 
Douglass, many white masters believed that when groups of 
slaves sang a chorus of work songs they were doing so as a 
result of true happiness. Slavery, as a major signifier, was 
the venue through which Douglass exposes the callous and 
inhumane actions of whites. 
Slavery symbolizes a pivotal marker in the chronological 
examination of signification in African American literature. 
Like their distant African cousins, American slaves used 
signification as an educational and survival tool. 
Clandestine code words expressed feelings of victimization, 
degradation, and objectification which resulted from forced 
enslavement. Captured men and women were not allowed to 
confront their Euroamerican oppressors. Rather than lash out 
by verbally objecting to cruel treatment slaves would silence 
their emotions and pain. In his book, Black Culture, Black 
Consciousness, Lawrence Levine describes tales used as a 
signifier and a form of consolation for other slaves who were 
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experiencing feelings of animosity towards their owners. It 
is his contention that 
Although the vicarious nature of slave tales was 
undeniably one of their salient features, too much 
stress has been laid on it. These were not merely 
clever tales of wish-fulfillment through which 
slaves could escape from the imperatives of their 
world. They could also be painfully realistic 
stories which taught the art of surviving and even 
triumphing in the face of a hostile environment 
(115). 
Eventually, by internalizing feelings of fear, anger, and 
sorrow a slave developed a multiple personality or behavior- 
a persona that would alter with each audience and or 
circumstance. 
The institution of slavery created a social hierarchy in 
which men and women received different treatment. A female 
slave may reveal a pleasant, happy disposition when 
interacting with her master as opposed to her mistress. The 
slave woman demonstrates inconsistent behavior because she 
realizes that the man or master is the authority and the 
authoritarian. Hence, he is the responsible party who 
determines the slave woman's destiny; meaning that he can 
auction her off at any time. In some instances, the mistress 
was not a threat to the slave woman because the slave could 
appeal to her mistress's emotions. On many occasions, a 
slave mother would charm or subject herself to inhumane 
treatment in an attempt to keep her children and family 
together. She takes on the characteristics of a trope 
thereby displaying a dual personality. John Hauss, in his 
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essay from The Discourse of Slavery, expounds upon the many 
responsibilities female slaves endured. In his analysis of 
Harriet Jacob's Incidents in the Life of A Slave Girl he 
identifies the slave woman as a representation of 
signification. 
As an ongoing and shared cultural practice of slave 
women—an embattled yet continuous effort to extend 
underground channels, passageways of solidarity, 
between otherwise alienated social positions. The 
slave girl's act is imperilled, at this point, both 
by the massive institutional power of the slave 
master and, importantly, by the white townsman's 
potential failure to comprehend the revelation of 
her endangered circumstances (144). 
For the slave woman, the development of multiple personae was 
an essential component of the entire signification process. 
It is interesting to note that, as a signifier, she, the 
slave woman, maintains a 'double consciousness' to appease 
others and sometimes herself. This dualness which manifests 
itself in the physical and emotional actions is determined by 
the slave woman's white owners, and by her encaptured peers. 
Regardless of the circumstance, the slave woman personifies 
and courageously uses signification as a communicative tool 
for self and generations to follow. 
The history of signification is compartmentalized into 
various venues. Its origin, which is grounded in African 
oral literature occupies several facets throughout the 
diaspora. Houston Baker, brings to the forefront another 
methodology of signification in his book, Blues f ideology f 
and Afro-American Literature. Baker, like Gates, bases his 
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hypothesis within an African, male-centered parameter. He 
does so by focusing a majority of his research on the works 
written by African American men. Baker's analysis of African 
American literary signification brings forth the 'blues 
matrix' theory. 
The African American culture and tradition 
claims their (blues) amalgam as a code radically 
conditioning Afro-America's cultural 
signifying...The materiality of any blues 
manifestation, such as guitar's walking bass or a 
French harp's 'whoop of motion seen, is, one might 
say, enciphered in ways that enable the 
material to escape into a named or coded, blues 
signification (vi). 
According to Baker, 'blues' is a pertinent trope that makes 
up the signification formula. The evolution of blues, 
reflects the geographical migration of many African Americans 
from the south headed north in search of economic prosperity 
and a better life. Baker's intense historical research of 
blues as a musical entity aids in his formation of the 
matrix. In doing so, he concludes by observing all aspects 
of "Afro-American discourse when personae, protagonists, 
autobiographical narrators, or literary critics successfully 
negotiate an obdurate 'economics of slavery' and achieve a 
resonant, improvisational expressive dignity" (13). 
A careful exploration of signification reveals that 
signification as a theory is rather intricate. 
Traditionally, Africans and African Americans used 
signification as a form of communication and self expression. 
Once slavery enveloped the African continent and the captives 
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were transported to North America signification underwent 
drastic changes. The catalyst for these changes was physical 
displacement. It was inevitable that the forced displacement 
of Africans into a Westernized culture would affect the 
socialization and culturalization of many slaves. These 
changes were evidenced in the socialization and speech of 
each slave, world and others were not. 
Consequently, a new form of signification emerged in 
many African American texts. This new form is African 
American centered historical discourse. The transmission 
from oral to written discourse caused the African American 
experience to become more realistic. Oftentimes, these 
fictitious and non-fictitious historical accounts provide 
audiences with a sense of beginning. A strong sense of one's 
history, or where one comes from, increases one's 
understanding of the entire signification process. 
Furthermore, ancestry enables one to recognize and identify 
examples of signifiers within a text. 
One must note, that the conversion from spoken to 
written text does not lessen the importance of the historical 
spoken word. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. also attempts in The 
Signifying Monkey to expound upon the African American 
strategy of signifyin(g). When broadly defined the term, 
signification, it represents an ongoing, continuous exchange 
of literal words and figurative meanings. Therefore, no two 
authors or performers signify alike. It is interesting to 
note, that in this continuum, one may attempt to mock or 
borrow the words and actions of others. This act is 
complementary and reflects each individual's unique and 
personal style. 
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In an essay from Ariel, Brad Bucknell defines the 
parameters of Gates' theory of signification. In an 
interview titled "Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and the Theory of 
Signifyin(g)" he contends "For Gates,'signifyin(g) ' is an 
attempt to find distinctively black method of reconciling 
history and form, textuality and experience, at least in part 
through a reappropriation of contemporary critical 
theory" (67). Gates makes several discoveries while 
researching African and African American history. 
Eventually, he introduces the complex, Afro-centered theory 
of 'signifyin(g),' to a Westernized, Euroamerican literary 
cannon. 
Theoretically when applying signification to African 
American written discourse the theory should be used with a 
certain degree of flexibility. Flexibility implies that the 
theory should be applicable to all genres of African American 
literature. Gates's theory is male-centered and too gender- 
specific. Hence, it is not surprising that the theory fails 
to have a universal relevance to African American female 
audiences and characters. 
Gates' theory of signifyin(g) appears to reject certain 
genres of African American literature, specifically many 
works written by African American women. It is important to 
note, that perhaps unconsciously, Gates emulates, a 
Euroamerican literary tradition that perpetuates a hereditary 
exclusion of African American women from literary discourse. 
The omission of the African American woman's written and 
spoken voice from American literature is detrimental to 
scholarship and results in inaccurate stereotypes. Gates may 
not have purposefully omitted the African American woman from 
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the literary realm. Instead, he merely reflects his lack of 
understanding of women. He has grown so accustomed to male 
writers that he never bothered to thoroughly research the 
works of black female writers. He, like many Euroamerican 
scholars, refuses to engage in adequate research on African 
American women as writers and literary artists. Gates is 
unable to expound upon the African American woman's 
experience probably because he is not female. 
Historically, the Euroamerican literary cannon 
perpetuates misconstrued images of the African American 
woman. She is objectified sexually, and is portrayed as an 
irresponsible, promiscuous wild being. In an excerpt from 
Moderna Sprak, Jennifer Eberhardt's essay "Perceptions of 
Black English Vernacular: Investigation of the Linguistic 
Significations of Race, Gender, and Class" argues that many 
African American communities perceive men and women 
differently. Her assertion, suggests that a certain level of 
sexism exists. Perhaps this same tendency exists in a 
Euroamerican, male-centered literary tradition. Nevertheless, 
she advises 
When assessing African American perceptions of 
Black English speakers, it may be important to 
consider the gender of the speakers as well as 
their socioeconomic class. I would like to argue 
that African American male speakers of Black 
English make a more favorable impression on other 
blacks than do African American female speakers of 
Black English (128). 
Eberhardt suggests that a gender-oriented hierarchy exists 
within the African American written discourse. Consequently, 
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out of this male-specific order comes the need for the 
African American woman's ancestral voice. The traditional 
Westernized literary cannon directs most of their attention 
to works written by African American men. This special 
treatment of male writers causes many to overlook the African 
American woman as an important signifier of African American 
linguistic and literary tradition. Eventually, the lack of 
acknowledgement can result in inaccurate images and an 
unequal representation of African American women within the 
African American and American literary tradition. 
Gates, in his theory of signifyin(g), falls short in the 
analysis he gives to African American literary texts. Like 
many European theorists, Gates pays little attention to the 
origin of the woman's voice in African American literature. 
The Signifying Monkey is primarily male-centered; the 
majority of his research is through the lenses of African 
American male authors. By overlooking the African American 
woman's voice as a pertinent signifier, one may assume that 
her contributions are not comparable to those made by men. 
Clearly, Gates' male-centered theory is problematic, and does 
not adequately address all of the issues relevant to African 
American literature. 
By not considering black women, Gates' theory to a 
certain extent imitates the bad habits of earlier theorists. 
The continuous omission of the African American woman's voice 
from literature negatively impacts the Euroamerican 
perception of African American literature as a whole. 
Eberhardt supports this argument in her observations that 
"...many white Americans continue to perceive Black English 
speakers as exemplifications of negative stereotypes (e.g. 
Harney 39 
unintelligent, uneducated, incompetent, hostile)" (127). As 
Eberhardt rightly points out this omission is problematic 
because Gates does not adequately research the African 
American woman's role as a simultaneous trope and signifier 
in his theory of signifyin(g). 
As previously mentioned, African American literature 
encompasses a variety of literary and nonliterary facets. 
Two examples of popular subject matters for many African 
American male and female writers are ancestry and family. 
Gates' inadequate attention to the African American woman 
paves the way for writers like Karla Holloway to create a 
theory with the African American woman in mind. Holloway, 
like other black women scholars, recognizes the need for 
black women's voices to be heard. Her womanist and 
ancestral-centered text approach to literature is 
theoretically defined in floorings and Metaphors. More 
importantly, Holloway discloses the historical and 
psychological methodologies that surround and comprise 
ancestral voice. 
As a metaphorical construction intersecting these 
texts, the ancestor characterizes the shared 
textual/cultural histories that collect the writing 
of African American women...Sometimes the presence 
is mediative and instructive, sometimes it is 
médiative and condemnatory, sometimes it is 
mediative and silent. However because she serves 
as a recursive touchstone for the simultaneous 
existence of and revision in the idea of 
mediation, the ancestral presence constitutes the 
posture iof (re)membrance. She is the linking of 
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gender and culture that pulls these writers' works 
together (115). 
Like Holloway, in an excerpt from The Black Scholar, critic 
Jewelle Gomez addresses the issue of unequal gender 
representation in an article she titles "Black Women Heroes: 
Here's Reality, Where's The Fiction?". Gomez poses several 
questions concerning the absence of the African American 
woman's physical and literary presence. She argues 
Could it be that black women were somehow lacking 
in either epic experience or mythological 
substance?...That black women could be incapable of 
historic, heroic behavior seemed unlikely...Many of 
the European goddesses have even been suspected of 
being direct descendants of African foremothers 
like Neith, worshipped in 400BC as the self- 
begotten mother of all who mated with the wind...Or 
Hathor, the moon goddess and guardian of the Nile 
Delta (8-9). 
It is Gomez's contention that African American women have 
always been great signifiers. Gomez also illustrates the 
inaccuracies of American history that overlook the epic and 
mythological influences of African American women. As a 
result of this omission the African American woman fails to 
receive sufficient historical and literary acknowledgement 
and recognition. Even though, Gates' theory operates as a 
starting point for the formation of Morrisonian Codes the 
theory is imbalanced because he fails to incorporate the 
African American woman's perspective into his analysis. 
Contrary to Gates, Elliott Butler-Evans recognizes a 
lack of the female identity in his text Race, Gender, and 
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Desire Narrative Strategies in the Fiction of Toni Cade . 
Bambara, Toni Morrisonf and Alice Walker. He notes that a 
correlation can be found between one's race and one's gender. 
Therefore, African American women expose and pay special 
attention to this correlation which is frequently portrayed 
via their literature. 
Inasmuch as racial discourses construct race around 
the sign of the Black male, however, the Black 
female subject becomes the major thrust of Black 
women's narratives. Central to their strategy is a 
self-construction that begins with the realization 
that they are divided between two political 
imperatives : a politics of race that often 
suppresses issues of gender, and a politics of 
gender that marginalizes racial issues (Butler- 
Evans 57). 
His observation of race and gender coincides with Holloway's 
theories on the invaluable African American woman's ancestral 
voice. Like Evans, Holloway re-affirms that those authors 
who comprise a distinct race (African American) and gender 
(women) speak with definite voices. 
Karla Holloway retrieves the signification baton from 
Gates and formulates the theoretical framework for analyzing 
African American women characters in literature. Unlike 
Gates, Holloway examines the methods African American women 
use to signify. Her literary lens dissects the intricate 
psychological, physical, and spiritual layers of the African 
American woman's signification. These elements symbolize the 
African American woman's emotional evolution from her 
enslaved past into the present. According to Holloway, in 
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order to comprehend the African American woman's evolvement 
one should acknowledge her ancestral voice. In the chapter, 
"Voice, Gender, and Culture", Holloway urges readers to 
recognize the complexity of the African American woman's 
voice. She asserts 
The reclamation of women's voice is the critical 
accomplishment of contemporary literature by black 
women writers in America and Africa. Their return 
to the word as generative source—a source of 
textual power that both structures story and 
absorbs its cultural legacy—is a return to the 
power of the word itself.. .Attention to the ways 
that black women writers arrange meaning and 
specify figures of language circumscribes another 
way of gathering that cultural community of writers 
(20). 
Holloway contends that each facet of the African American 
woman's physical and emotional being expresses individuality. 
Furthermore, she supports the courageous literary actions of 
some African American women writers because they are not 
afraid to take chances with their writings. Pioneering women 
like Zora Neale Hurston, Frances Harper, Toni Cade Bambara, 
and Toni Morrison do not fear criticism because they possess 
self determination and motivation. Unconcerned with audience 
approval, these writers utilize their own ancestral voices to 
unmask the orature of their deceased foremothers. 
In regard to the influence of ancestry on the woman 
writer, Holloway's observations reveal that 
In African American women writers, the idea and 
presence of the ancestor indicate two important 
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concepts: first, the textual perseverance of a 
primary (African) culture where the ancestor and 
the deity can inhabit the same metaphysical space, 
and second, the belief that a spiritual metaphor 
can center the metaphysics of a creative 
literature. Their dual presence in a literary 
cosmography of African spirituality establishes 
their relationship to each other and their 
importance to the creative and imaginative 
frameworks of the chosen text (149). 
Clearly, the ancestor performs an invaluable service for both 
the writer and her reader. The ancestor lays the foundation 
upon which the writer constructs her text and by doing so, 
the writer is able to focus on a specific subject matter. 
Holloway notes that some women choose to incorporate their 
childhood experiences into their written discourse which in 
turn grants the writer originality. Therefore, she advises 
readers and critics alike to restructure the evaluative 
methodologies used towards African American women's 
literature. 
As previously mentioned, the roots of ancestral voice 
are grounded in three essential linguistic and paralinguistic 
parameters. The components include: expressive body 
language, a speech pattern versed in communal paradigms, and 
spirituality. Ancestral voice, as a contemporary method of 
signification, and as an instructional tool, assists in the 
analysis of African American women's literature. 
Ancestral voice provides readers with the African 
American woman's insight, perspective, and point of view. 
Traditionally, the Euroamerican, patriarchal literary realm 
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has rendered the African American woman's voice silent. 
Since no one came forth to express her voice, this silence 
created inaccurate images of many black women. According to 
popular myth in Euroamerican thinking and literary tradition 
some African American women are unintelligent, lazy, and 
sexually promiscuous. Michele Russell exposes these kinds of 
misconceptions in her essay "Slave Codes and Linear Notes." 
Russell uses very explicit language in exposing the 
misconstrued image of the African American woman in Western 
culture. She notes that, 
There are the ways others reacted to our being and 
doing. The stereotypes of the dominant culture 
which created Aunt Jemima, Sapphire, Topsy, Pinky, 
Farina, and Sweet Thing. The biological metaphors 
which told us, in no uncertain terms, what kind of 
animal Anglo-Americans thought us to be. The 
consequences of those ideas in actions the spits 
and crossties where we were roasted after the hunt. 
Our mutilated body parts smoked and sold as 
trophies...But above everything else tower 
Black women's own voices, raised in resistance to 
death and slavery—of the body and spirit...It is 
an old song with many verses, but just one refrain: 
freedom (129-130). 
From this excerpt one can deduce that Russell's ancestral 
written voice denounces the incorrect images of African 
American women. These images were created by many 
Euroamericans who refused to acknowledge the African American 
woman's presence and or voice. Furthermore, Russell opposes 
the Euroamerican patriarchal system of economic and social 
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prosperity. She objects to the existence of this system 
because of her own ancestry. After all, the institution of 
slavery permitted the enslavement of millions of innocent 
Africans. The end result was the psychological 
objectification, physical victimization, and sexual 
exploitation of the African American woman. Russell contends 
that regardless of these enormous obstacles the voices of 
African American women survived. In doing so, she supports 
Holloway's belief in the power of the African American woman 
as an ancestor. 
At the core of this study is the assumption that 
ancestral voice is a form of signification, and also a 
fundamental part of the Morrisonian Coding theory. As 
previously mentioned, its roots are centered in the ways , 
women relate to one another in their interactions 
sociolinguistically. Another component of this theory 
examines the ways women convey messages to each other through 
their ancestral voices. Oftentimes, their communication has 
profound underlying meanings beyond what is literally stated. 
At times, the deconstruction of ancestral voice becomes quite 
difficult because as far as research demonstrates there is 
very little literature that explains how to analyze 
"ancestral voice" in African American literature. However, 
the approach adopted in this study and used in the subsequent 
chapters follows some of the assumptions postulated by 
Holloway, Eberhardt, and Gomez. 
CHAPTER II 
SIGNIFICATION VIA ANCESTRAL VOICE 
IN JAZZ 
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As previously noted, in African and African American 
literary history, the art of signifying has endured 
tremendous changes and has taken on a variety of different 
forms. Slave songs, folk narratives, and oral proverbs are 
some examples of the many figurative signifiera present in 
African American culture, and they functioned as an 
invaluable method of communication for many in slave 
communities. Slave songs as a form of music symbolize one 
method which African American artists employ to transmit 
ancestral voice. Hence, the period of slavery operates as a 
significant time marker for many African American writers. 
Morrison uses experiences of slavery in her narratives to 
enhance both her text and character formation. Although 
Morrison's works are not confined to the time period of 
slavery, yet slavery functions as a historical beginning for 
the formation of one's ancestral voice. Holloway supports 
Morrison's objective which encourages the inclusion of 
history in one's text. Furthermore Holloway reveals 
Morrison's position as an author in the following statement. 
My argument is that the mythologies in black women 
writers' texts are self-reflexive and their history 
is the history of orature—the primal mythic 
source...Instead, I suggest that we view literary 
mythologies through a historic filter, but that 
that history be the history within the text, that 
it can be an internally derived perspective and 
that all mythologies—historical and 
metaphorical...(101). 
Also, as an African American woman writer Holloway recognizes 
Morrison's need to retell parts of her cultural background. 
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The expressions of her past are seen through character 
development, plot structure, and setting formation. 
Morrison's manipulation of her written discourse in turn 
exposes segments of her own history and ancestral voice. 
This chapter explores the origin and process of 
ancestral voice in the novel Jazz. A close analysis shall 
center on the relationship between two African American women 
characters, Violet Trace and Alice Manfred. Research will 
also explore the development of each character, and more 
importantly how their communicative bond causes the evolution 
of their ancestral voices. It is important to note, that 
Jazz is not the only one of Morrison's novels that 
illustrates ancestral voice. Due to the constraint of 
research time, all of Morrison's novels cannot be used to 
illustrate the construction of ancestral voice, in the case 
of Jazz, from the opening pages, readers may experience 
communication with the author. In other words, Morrison 
advertises her speakerly text firsthand with the statement, 
"Sth, I know that woman. She used to live with a flock of 
birds on Lenox Ave" (3). This unusual sentence immediately 
grabs the reader's attention. 
Jazz is a memorable text that illustrates a woman's 
transition into her own identity. Before Violet and Alice 
met, neither one of these women possessed an ancestral voice, 
but the development of their story in Jazz is a clear 
illustration of what happens once one discovers, 
acknowledges, and accepts the existence of one's ancestral 
voice. To maintain readers' interest, Morrison uses 
music, and more specifically jazz, as a preeminent literary 
metaphor. Bruce Bawer in his article "All that jazz" notes 
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Morrison's preoccupation with music. He appreciates 
Morrison's creative writing strategies and notices that 
Morrison's trademark excesses are those of "black" 
music: at its weakest, her fiction can be as 
monotonous as the most pointlessly protracted of 
modern jazz improvisations, as melodramatic as the 
most maudlin blues ballad, as mindless as the most 
hackneyed spiritual (10). 
Hence, as a metaphor, jazz signifies the interwoven thread 
which bonds the events and characters together. As a result, 
it is through this incorporation that readers witness the 
setup of characters, plot, and setting. 
To thoroughly analyze the ancestral voice of Morrison's 
characters', it is imperative to first explore their 
background. Careful attention must be given to demographic 
factors such as cultural upbringing, geographical origin, and 
socioeconomic status. Each of these factors provides the 
reader with the necessary insight into each character's past. 
With this information, readers are able to understand the 
psychological and physiological maturation of each woman. In 
his essay "Chango', El Gran Putas As Liberation Literature," 
Ian Smart recognizes the immense impact these three factors 
play in the development of an ancestral voice. He contends 
that one's childhood influences one's present. Whether 
positive or negative, childhood experiences impact ancestral 
voice. Smart explains this fact as he observes how, 
The characters frequently merge into each other; 
there is no clear distinction between the world of 
the living and the world of the dead; between past, 
present, and future, and finally, the very entities 
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that compose the universe themselves merge from 
time to time into a marvelous ontological 
conflation (18). 
It is evident that history is a critical component of one's 
voice, and because each person's past differs then no voice 
is duplicated. 
Ancestral voice, according to Holloway, is both gender 
and spiritual specific. Interestingly, the African American 
woman's literary voice is comprised of three different 
elements, revision, (re)membrance, and recursion (Holloway 
25-26). When applying ancestral voice to Jazz./ one finds 
pervasive influence in the text. For violet and Alice, the 
acknowledgement and, in some instances, the development of 
their voice is inevitable. The presence of their spiritual 
and social voices disappear and reappear in response to each 
circumstance and or situation in the text. Spiritual voice 
involves the belief in a higher deity other than man. Social 
voice, for Violet and Alice, revolves around public 
interaction with fellow black women, men and children as well 
as, white women and men. Regardless of whether it is a 
spiritual or social occurrence, the ancestral voices of 
African American women are never-ending. 
Ancestral voice is primarily community centered. In 
African American culture it is routine for women of various 
ages to assemble together and engage in conversation. 
Neighborhood kitchens, beauty parlors and churches are places 
where women freely interact and communicate with one another. 
In many instances, these gatherings are the only places where 
wives, mothers, grandmothers, aunts or sisters feel 
comfortable, and it is generally through such community 
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interaction that the use of ancestral voice is socially and 
culturally learned. This form of community interaction 
coincides with the structure of Jazz in regards to setting 
and character formation and social setting. This communal- 
centered focus is a critical component in the overall 
ancestral voice theory. Afterall, for many African American 
women their communities and voices are rooted in gender, 
ethnic, and spiritual experiences. The voices of Violet and 
Alice maintain certain similarities and differences. 
Parallels exist in their gender identities as African 
American women and their current geographical location— 
Harlem, New York, 1926. One major distinction which clearly 
differentiates Violet and Alice is the social background or 
upbringing of both characters. 
Holloway argues that many African American women writers 
incorporate their communities into their works. In other 
words, one's communal upbringing greatly influences one's 
writing ability. Her research suggests that it is not 
uncommon for authors to bring personal experience to their 
works. She believes that this is helpful because "The 
community of writer, text, and reader engages in this 
spiritual reconstruction—a project that both redefines the 
nature of the text and insists upon a theoretical 
articulation that recognizes the energy of that community" 
(108). Morrison uses original textual settings and 
uncustomary characters to express her own ancestral voice. 
Readers are then introduced to women characters who make 
tremendous emotional sacrifices. These women forego their 
hopes and dreams to ensure the happiness of others, 
oftentimes these persons are their husbands. 
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Morrison's two main women characters are unaware that 
they possess ancestral voices. Several reasons account for 
their ignorance. In some instances, both Violet and Alice 
lack maturity, spirit and insight. Violet Trace, Morrison's 
protagonist, is an example of one such woman. One's first 
impression of Violet may suggest an obsessive, anxious, and 
eccentric woman who tends to be reactive. The beginning 
pages portray images of a woman who is enduring personal 
turmoil. She has just learned that her husband of many 
years, Joe Trace, has been unfaithful to her. To make 
matters worse, his mistress was eighteen years old, young 
enough to be Trace's daughter. 
Violet lacks both spiritual and social grounding. That 
is, she fails to demonstrate faith and any belief in a higher 
deity nor does she have many female peers. Morrison 
describes her mental state as follows: 
...awfully skinny, Violet, fifty, but still good 
looking when she broke up the funeral. You'd think 
that shame and all—but it wasn't...It could have 
worked, I suppose, but the children of suicides are 
hard to please and quick to believe no one loves 
them because they are not really here (4 ). 
Violet is completely oblivious of an ancestral voice prior to 
her discovery of her husband's infidelity. In this context, 
there is an emotional void and or absence in Violet's overall 
identity. Hence, this absence is reflected via her missing 
ancestral voice. 
Violet Trace as the abnormal outcast in the community is 
disliked by many of her neighbors. Her career as a 
beautician earns her the reputation as the best in all of 
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Harlem. Her disinterest in others' opinions of her is 
evident. Violet is neither ashamed nor embarrassed by the 
overt estrangement from her community. Perhaps, it is this 
same lackadaisical attitude that accounts for her malicious, 
calculating acts of wrongdoing. At first, and to the 
surprise of everyone, violet, who is uninvited, attends the 
funeral of Dorcas,Joe Trace's eighteen year old deceased 
mistress. Violet proclaims that she only wishes to cut the 
dead girl's face (Morrison 4). The second incident is her 
attempt to kidnap an innocent baby. While committing the 
act, she convinces herself, "Joe will love this, she thought. 
Love it. And quickly her mind raced ahead to their bedroom 
and what was in there she could use for a crib until she got 
a real one" (Morrison 20). Both scenarios represent Violet's 
outcry for help and attention. Consequently, each event 
symbolizes her expression of loneliness and insecurity. 
The seed of insanity is oftentimes planted during one's 
childhood. Unfortunately, no one in Violet's communal circle 
wants to find the source behind her behavior. Instead, it is 
easier for her neighbors to label her a 'crazy woman'. 
Nevertheless, Violet fears abandonment which causes her to 
react sporadically. This is an indication that her ancestral 
voice has been scarred. Violet grew up in Rome, Virginia, 
the third of five children. She was reared in a 
dysfunctional home. Her mother, Rose Dear, suffers from 
severe cases of depression, whereas her father is a vagrant 
who neglects his responsibilities to his family. Eventually, 
motherhood becomes too much for Rose Dear to bear, so she 
commits suicide by jumping into a well (Morrison 99). Hence, 
the traumatic episode of her mother's suicide greatly impacts 
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violet's emotions. Afterall, the two people she is supposed 
to admire most as a youngster, her mother and father, have 
abandoned her. 
While growing up, Violet never witnesses unconditional 
love or a healthy relationship. Her parents were her only 
examples of a marital union. Therefore, Violet never learns 
that men and women can interact positively with one another. 
Even as an adult, Violet recalls the painful memories of her 
past. She remembers specific details 
In the midst of the joyful resurrection of this 
phantom father, taking pleasure in the distribution 
of his bounty both genuine and fake, Violet never 
forgot Rose Dear or the place she had thrown 
herself into— a place so narrow, so dark it was 
pure, breathing relief to see her stretched in a 
wooden box (Morrison 101). 
The effects of Violet's traumatic childhood transfer over 
into her adult life. Her mother and father failed as parents 
which creates for Violet an emotional void. This vacancy is 
obvious. Violet is unable to become close to anyone, even 
her husband of twenty years — Joe. Over the years, Violet's 
fear of abandonment has remained suppressed and undisturbed. 
Therefore Joe's infidelity is not the catalyst behind 
Violet's outbreak, instead she is reacting to the possibility 
of desertion. 
Identity of self is essential in the discovery of one's 
ancestral voice. Prior to her marriage, Violet had very 
little spiritual and social exposure. Missy Kubitschek in 
Claiming the Heritage African-American women Novelists and.. 
History, confirms the notion that Violet's identity never 
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endured full development as a result of events in her 
childhood. As an adolescent, this explains why she attaches 
herself to the first man she sees—nineteen year old Joseph 
Trace (Morrison 105). 
In the chapter she titles "My Mother Talking Ancestral 
Voices and the Quest for Identity," Kubitschek explains 
Violet's personality profile. She reveals, "First, the 
female guester experiences social and spiritual emptiness, 
from which the second event, the experience of connection 
with natural or mystical sources of energy rescues her" (10). 
At an early age Violet 'claims' Joe. Since she lacks her own 
identity she anticipates gaining one through him. According 
to her, these actions were within her right afterall, "As she 
grew older, Violet could neither stay where she was nor go 
away...Violet claimed him. Hadn't he fallen practically in 
her lap? Hadn't he stayed?" (Morrison 102-105). As the 
quester, Violet feels that fate has brought Joe into her 
life. Therefore, she feels comfortable in giving him the 
title of 'rescuer' and 'personal savior'. Again, she acts 
this way because she fears loneliness. 
It is apparent, that Violet's unfortunate background 
greatly influences her adult life. She is unable to confide 
in her husband or others in their Harlem neighborhood. For 
so long, bits and pieces of Violet's ancestral voice have 
been submerged in the abyss of darkness. Holloway reiterates 
how occurrences in one's childhood permeate into one's 
present. In her research of African and African American 
women cultures, she contends that "The mediative ways of 
(re)memory insist themselves into previously unsuccessful and 
losing archival patterns. For women of the diaspora, 
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artifice becomes a far more spiritual than tangible dimension 
of cultural continuity" (Holloway 121). Even though Violet 
tries to ignore her childhood, she quickly learns that she 
cannot control all of these memories. Afterall, they are 
bound to surface sooner or later. 
Violet Trace is mentally unstable. The primary catalyst 
behind her instability is her troublesome, dysfunctional 
upbringing. She never reveals her innermost thoughts and 
over time her psyche worsens. As an adult, Violet 
intermittently experiences bouts of insanity and depression. 
Her only hope to relieve her cycle of mental anguish is to 
seek outside help. Missy Kubitschek mentions the act of 
healing in the chapter "My Mother Talking Ancestral Voices 
and the Quest for Identity." She details the journey Violet 
must endure in order to successfully discover her own sense 
of voice. Kubitschek's theory closely parallels Holloway's 
theory of (re)memory. Kubitschek suggests that, 
In this tradition, successful female quests often 
rely on information from others' 
personal/historical narratives... Frequently Afro- 
American heroines must hear specifically female 
historical experience—a mother's or 
grandmother's story; often they must creatively 
reinterpret and re-present this story to escape its 
constraints and preserve its empowering aspects 
(21). 
It is interesting to note that the female quest concept in a 
rather abstract way applies to Violet Trace. Since she 
cannot rely on her mother or grandmother to provide her with 
personal accounts of their experiences, instead she confides 
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in a matriarchal figure in her Harlem community — Alice 
Manfred. 
Violet's determination to befriend Alice Manfred comes 
as a surprise to everyone, including Alice. This is an 
initial shock because of violet's past actions. Before, 
Violet acted as a recluse who shut herself off from 
outsiders. She made deliberate attempts to remain in total 
isolation and even refused to talk to her husband. Many 
times Joe confides in neighbors about Violet's eccentric 
behavior. He states, 
Violet takes better care of her parrot than she 
does me. Rest of the time, she's cooking pork I 
can't eat, or pressing hair I can't stand the smell 
of. Maybe that's the way it goes with people been 
married long as we have. But the quiet. I can't 
take the quiet. She don't hardly talk anymore, and 
I ain't allowed near her. Any other man be running 
around, stepping out every 
night, you know that. I ain't like that. I ain't 
(Morrison 49). 
The premeditated antics of interrupting funerals, kidnapping 
innocent children, and teaching parrots to say 'I love you' 
indicate that Violet is an unhappy, lonely person. Simply 
put, there is an absence in Violet's life that no husband, 
career, or child can fulfill. As noted earlier, this 
emptiness is gender specific and that explains Violet's 
interest and attachment towards Alice Manfred. 
Jane Flax attempts to explain violet and Alice's unusual 
relationship. In the chapter "Mother-Daughter Relationships" 
Flax closely examines the benefits of a mother-daughter bond. 
Harney 57 
Flax's subheading "The Knots of Female Psychological 
Development Under Patriarchy," presents for readers 
explanations for Violet's behavior. Flax contends that 
Daughters typically feel that they did not 'get 
enough' from their mother. 'Getting enough' 
includes both primary nurturance and encouragement, 
and strength for autonomy (separation)...Mothers 
because of their ambivalent tie to their mothers, 
conflicts about being female, and narcissistic 
relation to their daughters, may be less able to 
nurture their daughters and provide 
them with a satisfactory symbiotic experience (Flax 
35). 
Flax's theory applies to Violet's situation because she and 
her mother had an undeveloped relationship. According to 
Flax, they were unable to complete their mother-daughter 
union because of Rose Dear's decision to end her life. 
Hence, Rose Dear's actions create for Violet great confusion. 
Consequently, because Violet is raised without a mother she 
never learns the importance of nurturing and encouragement. 
To a certain extent, this validates Violet's reclusive, and 
subdued demeanor. 
Alice Manfred is the one woman Violet confides in. 
Initially, Violet sought her out for information. She 
expressed curiosity about her husband's mistress, Dorcas. 
Afterall, Dorcas was Alice's niece. At first, all violet 
wanted was a simple photograph. Over time and after many 
conversations, both violet and Alice realize that their 
friendship means much more. Both women are thrust together 
to discover their ancestral voices. 
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Like Violet, Alice Manfred suffers from unresolved 
issues in her past that have caused her ancestral voice to 
become stifled. She is placed into parenthood after her 
sister and brother-in-law are killed in the East St. Louis 
riots (Morrison 57). Alice runs a strict, Christian 
residence where disobedience is not tolerated. As a 
youngster Dorcas learns "...deafness and blindness—how 
valuable and necessary they were in the company of 
whitewomen...Much of this she could effect with her dress, 
but as the girl grew older, more elaborate specifications had 
to be put in place" (Morrison 55). Alice emulates the 
parenting techniques her mother and father used on her during 
childhood. Like Dorcas, as a child, she was subjected to 
harsh rules and discipline. From an early age she was taught 
to be ashamed of her femininity. Her parents often 
...Spoke to her firmly but carefully about her 
body: sitting nasty (legs open); sitting womanish 
(legs crossed); breathing through her mouth; hand 
on hips...Growing up under that heated control, 
Alice swore she wouldn't, but she did, pass it 
on...Which is why she had chosen surrender and made 
Dorcas her own prisoner of war (Morrison 76-77). 
Alice vowed never to follow in her parent's footsteps, yet 
she broke those vows when she became Dorcas's guardian. Once 
she takes Dorcas in she forces her to abide by rigid 
guidelines and rules. Alice realizes that her parent's harsh 
treatment stifled her development of an ancestral voice. 
Consequently, she grows up fearing her sexuality and 
womanhood. Instead of breaking the cycle she chooses to 
subject Dorcas to the same pain and suffering. 
Harney 59 
One may still question violet and Alice's unusual 
friendship. As stated earlier, violet contacts Alice because 
she wants to find out information about what Joe's mistress 
looks like. After several conversations about Dorcas, it is 
apparent that Violet and Alice have more in common than they 
had anticipated. First and foremost, as African American 
women, both are victims in a racial and patriarchal society 
that deems them inferior. Not only are Violet and Alice 
objectified and victimized by white society but they endure 
suffering from African American men. From a young age, each 
woman is taught to grow up, marry, honor, and obey her 
husband. Yet, society fails to equip them with instructions 
on how to survive adultery. One commonality both Violet and 
Alice share is unexpected heartache. This emotional pain is 
caused by Joe Trace's and Louis Manfred's extra-marital 
affairs. 
Renowned critic and professor of African American and 
Indian literature, Alladi Uma, recognizes a profound gender 
imbalance within African American culture. Starting at a 
very young age, girls and boys are raised and socialized into 
gender specific roles or identities. One notion assumes that 
marriage symbolizes the epitome of womanhood. Uma addresses 
views of sexism in his article, "To Accept, Or Rebel: The 
Woman As Wife" researches both African American and Indian 
women writers. In African American women's culture Uma 
notices the sexist stereotype placed on young girls. It is 
his contention that, "The Afro-American women writers do not 
deny that the woman often has been and is self-dependent. 
However, they also open up to us the existence of a woman who 
recognizes the importance of a man in her life and who 
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subdues her personality in her desire to please him"(Uma 79). 
Uma's argument applies for both Violet and Alice. Both women 
have contrasting personalities, yet their marriages fail for 
similar reasons—their husbands' infidelity. Uma suggests 
that deceit occurs as a result of both women providing their 
husbands with too much. The unfortunate results suggest, 
while Violet and Alice are in the process of committing 
themselves to their husbands, each relinquished too much of 
her physical, emotional, and psychological self. 
Alice can empathize with Violet's pain. Afterall, years 
ago she experienced the same pain. Perhaps it is this 
similarity that subconsciously brings Violet to Alice's 
doorstep. Ironically, both felt the same emotion after 
discovering their husband's wrongdoing. Their anger is so 
intense that it causes Violet and Alice to plan evil methods 
of revenge. Once Violet realizes Joe has a kept woman she 
secretly desires 'blood.' Very little time elapses before 
this realization transforms into an infatuation. Violet's 
obsession with the mistress is evident because, "Her craving 
settled on the red liquid coursing through the other woman's 
veins" (Morrison 86). It is surprising to note, like Violet, 
Alice had devised inhumane, violent thoughts of revenge. The 
pristine, Christian, Alice Manfred, wanted to stab Louis's 
concubine with an ice pick, choke her with a rope, and mount 
a horse and "gallop till she ran her down under four iron 
hooves, then back again and again..." (Morrison 86). The 
only distinction separating both women is the fact that 
Violet acts out her agony, whereas Alice internalizes hers. 
Chikwenye Ogunyemi in her article "Womanism: The 
Dynamics of the Contemporary Black Female Novel in English" 
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supports the position that Violet and Alice are scarred 
psychologically. In an excerpt from Signa, Ogunyemi asserts 
that, 
In spite of the blues, black women occasionally go 
mad. Unlike negatively presented white madwomen, 
the black madwoman in novels written by black women 
knows in her subconscious that she must survive 
because she has people without other resources 
depending on her; in a positive about-face she 
usually recovers through a superhuman effort, or 
somehow, aids others (74). 
Both Violet and Alice share similar circumstances. Hence, as 
a result of these intimate conversations both women realize 
that they can mend each other's emotional wounds by using 
their ancestral voices. Jacqueline de Weever's book, 
Mythmaking and Metaphor in Black Women's Fiction, examines 
insanity as it pertains to many African American women. Like 
Ogunyemi, de Weever recognizes that assimilation functions as 
both a catalyst and as an incentive for many African American 
women. She contends that for some African American women, 
"As the protagonists strive to become American and to succeed 
in American terms, they succeed also in tearing themselves 
apart, and only a return to the basic African-American 
culture, if indeed imperfectly, can integrate the 
fragmentation" (128). de Weever's argument accurately 
describes Violet's and Alice's lifestyle. Both women have 
contrasting personalities and pasts, yet like many black 
women during that era, both Violet and Alice labored 
endlessly to better their lives and the lives of their 
husbands. As wives, Violet the beautician, and Alice the 
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seamstress were misled and thought that a husband meant 
happiness. More importantly, as a result of their gender 
specific upbringing, these women thought that marriage 
equalled success in 'Euroamerican terms'. In their (Violet 
and Alice) attempt to attain this status, both women 
sacrificed parts of their identities as well as their 
ancestral voices. 
CHAPTER III 
SIGNIFICATION VIA ANCESTRAL VOICE 
IN SONG OF SOLOMON 
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The African American woman's ancestral voice functions 
as an instructional tool in Song of Solomon. As a teaching 
signifier, ancestral voice provides the women with an 
identity and sense of origin. The women characters realize 
that they are more than wives, mothers, sisters, aunts, 
grandmothers, and caretakers to others. Most importantly, 
ancestral voice encourages the recognition of their destiny 
as human beings. Morrison uses written discourse to 
incorporate certain factors that define many African American 
communities. These factors which include religion, 
education, economics, and racism, have played an important 
role in the development of many of these communities. For 
example, religion specifically a strong belief in God is an 
essential characteristic of African American culture. Since 
the slavery era, Africans and African Americans staunchly 
believed in a power greater than mankind. Morrison's text 
establishes parameters around these same theological 
doctrines. Furthermore, one must note, that some women 
characters practice faith and spirituality whereas others do 
not. Nevertheless, for Morrison, religion is a necessary 
signifier that often exposes an even broader picture. 
Trudier Harris, a literary critic of African American 
women's literature in an excerpt from Black American 
Literature and Humanism examines Christianity in regards to 
African American women characters. Her essay "Three Black 
Women Writers and Humanism: A Folk Perspective" is woman- 
centered. Harris observes that 
When the choice is between Christian resignation or 
faith and humanistic action or reason, literary 
characters, like their folk counterparts, often 
Harney 64 
reject Christianity in favor of a more exacting and 
humanistic idealism...This code determines models 
for love and sacrifices that are willingly made for 
others. It suggests the mode by which one defines 
self and the refusal to allow that self to be 
violated (Harris 52). 
Harris' assertions, when applied to Song of Solomon, 
describe characters such as Pilate, Ruth, and Hagar. 
Ironically, these women are named after characters in the 
Bible. Even though these women encounter challenges and 
traumatic obstacles, rarely do they consult Christian 
doctrines for answers. By incorporating religion as a 
signifier, Morrison suggests that faith influences the 
development of ancestral voice. 
Ancestral voice is essential for the development of a 
humanistic ideal identity. This is evident in Jazz and Song 
of Solomon. In both works, Morrison introduces a trilogy 
relationship (Violet, Alice, and Dorcas in Jazz, and Pilate, 
Ruth, and Hagar in Song of Solomon). By constructing a wide 
array of female personas Morrison showcases the creativity 
and dexterity of African American women. Each woman 
symbolizes a personality type which is represented in African 
American communities. Oftentimes, women that possess 
ancestral voices and ideals act as teachers towards others. 
Having discussed in the previous chapter Morrison's 
representation of the trilogy characters in Jazz, the focus 
of the present chapter is the trilogy relationship of the 
women characters in Song of Solomon. 
Morrison's primary protagonist in Song of Solomon, 
Pilate Dead, exemplifies qualities of courage and wisdom. 
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From birth, her resounding ancestral voice demands respect. 
Pilate as a static character differs from any other woman. 
This is evident in her physical appearances as well as her 
mendacity and overall thought process. Named after the man 
who betrayed Jesus, Pilate Dead greatly influences anyone who 
comes into contact with her. In certain regards, Pilate is 
the textual storyteller. Eileen Julien in her essay 
"Language in Community: The Evocation of Oral Culture 
in Les Contes d' Amadou Koumbe" explains Pilate's multiple 
personality. This article which appears in the College 
Language Association journal examines the performer's ability 
to signify. Julien suggests that 
It is a multi-dimensional art which occurs in time 
and space, each performance is a unique act of 
creation, for there is no story until it is spoken 
through the words of the teller and brought to life 
through his tones, expressions, movements, and 
gestures...Oral narrative is a vital art through 
which a culture conserves and passes on its 
traditions and wisdom as it is in the very act of 
entertaining its members (Julien 190). 
Pilate masters the art of oral communication. Perhaps this 
explains why others, especially women characters, depend on 
her for insight and guidance. Pilate's primary message 
centers around independence, self preservation, and familial 
ancestry and or lineage. As the communal performer Pilate 
receives her strength from her own ancestral voice. 
Pilate's primary duty is that of a matriarch. She is a 
mother, grandmother, aunt, sister-in-law to immediate family 
members, yet she also symbolizes the epitome of womanhood. 
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As a matter of fact, Pilate Dead is the only woman born with 
an ancestral voice. In the African American culture, 
Pilate's emotional, physiological, intellectual, and 
spiritual personae typifies the complete woman. Morrison in 
an essay she titles, "Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation" 
explains Pilate's role. She reveals that 
In Song of Solomon Pilate is the ancestor. Pilate 
is the apogee of all that: of the best of that 
which is female and the best of that which is male, 
and that balance is disturbed if it is not 
nurtured, and if it is not counted on and if it is 
not reproduced. That is the disability we must be 
on guard against for the future—the female who 
reproduces the female who reproduces the 
female. You know there are a lot of people who 
talk about the position that men hold as of primary 
importance, but actually it is if we don't keep in 
touch with the ancestor that we are, in fact, lost 
(344). 
Morrison's labeling of Pilate is intentional. As an ancestor 
and communal griot Pilate is able to signify. Examples of 
Pilate's signifying talents include her ability to predict 
the future, her acknowledgement of historical events, and the 
incorporation of both strategies into her present. To many, 
Pilate's techniques of signifying appear effortless which 
suggests that she has an innate gift. Morrison illustrates 
via Pilate's character that the owner of an ancestral voice 
can be a more profound signifier. 
Historically, Pilate has been subjected to unusual 
circumstances. From birth, "she had come struggling out of 
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the womb without help from throbbing muscles or the pressure 
of the swift womb water" (Morrison 28). One labels her 
delivery miraculous because her mother dies during childbirth 
and this astonishes both her father and the midwife. In all 
actuality, Pilate's unusual entrance establishes a precedent 
for future occurrences. Karla Holloway in her critical 
essay, Moorings and Metaphorsf constructs a paradigm of 
Pilate's personae. To a certain extent, Pilate represents 
many 
Archetypes that render mythic structures into 
systems of meaning are generally archetypes of 
behavior and cognition...Recurrence (recursion) is 
the cyclic repetition of frames of thinking about 
the patterns in our physical and spiritual lives 
that have come to be associated with a specific 
culture (87). 
Pilate's abnormal birth foreshadows her upcoming talents as a 
mother, sister-in-law, and grandmother. From an early age 
she learns the importance of responsibility and togetherness. 
Both she and her brother are orphans after the unexpected 
deaths of both parents. For the average person such events 
may have stifled their ancestral voice but for Pilate that is 
not the case. 
She is ordained for greatness at birth. This girl, who 
is born without a navel, is a prodigy. As a youngster, she 
witnesses her father being shot and killed before her very 
eyes. Rather than haunt Pilate, this event leads her to do 
great things. Pilate maintains a phenomenal strength and 
spirituality. One example of her physical prowess involves 
her attempts to protect her only child, her daughter Reba. 
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After discovering that Reba's lover is physically abusing her 
she yields a knife, "shipped her right arm around his neck 
and positioned the knife at the edge of his heart. She 
waited until the man felt the knife point before she jabbed 
it skillfully, about a quarter of an inch through his shirt 
into the skin. Still holding his neck, so he couldn't see 
but could feel the blood making his shirt sticky, she talked 
to him" (Morrison 93). The situation resolves itself once 
Pilate frees the man. This demonstration of motherly 
protection and love, albeit severe, shows the strength of 
Pilate's ancestral spirit. 
Spirituality is another vital component of ancestral 
voice. As a single mother, who becomes estranged from her 
brother, Pilate embarks upon a life filled with trials and 
tribulations. She has always been a nonconformist and this 
is evident in her physical mannerisms and strong independent 
mendacity. Pilate does not comply with traditional mold of 
many African American women. This mold generally entails 
marriage and motherhood. Instead, she as both the maternal 
and paternal head of her household uses ingenuity and 
intellect to maintain financial security. In an excerpt from 
Sage, author Gloria Wade-Gayles holds Pilate's spirit and/or 
faith in the context of other African American women. Her 
article, which she titles "The Truths of Our Mothers' Lives: 
Mother-Daughter Relationships in Black Women's Fiction" pays 
homage to the internal, survivalistic spirit present within 
many African American women. Wade-Gayles notes that 
Black women have not stood as fragile figurines on 
pedestals white feminists seek to dismantle, they 
have a decidedly different approach to rearing 
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daughters. They do not socialize their daughters to 
be 'passive' or 'irrationalBlack mothers are 
suffocatingly protective and domineering precisely 
because they are determined to mold their daughters 
into whole and self- actualizing persons in a 
society that devalues Black women (12). 
Pilate symbolizes the prominence of black womanhood in Song 
of Solomon. Once she becomes a single mother, she transforms 
preconceived images of the average African American woman. 
In an effort to provide for her family Pilate becomes a 
winemaker. Although she does not earn a lot of money, Pilate 
successfully raises and nurtures her daughter and 
granddaughter. Pilate's independent spirit creates and 
serves as a role model for her Reba, Hagar, and other women 
throughout the community. 
Pilate's voice differs from other women because she 
communicates with the dead. More importantly, the person 
with whom she has the most contact is her father. As a 
matter of fact, Pilate enjoys their communicative 
relationship. This is evident as she describes that "It's a 
good feelin to know he's around. I tell you he's a person I 
can always rely on. I tell you somethin else. He's the only 
one. I was cut off from people early. You can't know what 
that was like" (Morrison 141). The spirit of her father 
provides her with comfort, wisdom, and insight into future 
events. He serves as a companion and spiritual confidant. 
Their relationship is of the utmost importance because Pilate 
has severed all ties with her brother, Milkman. As her 
personal motivator, her father provides her with the 
necessary encouragement as a single mother. As a 
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nonconformist, there is an immense difference separating 
Pilate from her sister-in-law Ruth Dead. Pilate's healthy, 
nurturing relationship with her father strengthens and 
encourages self-gratification and independence. Ruth's 
interactions with her father creates the opposite. A more 
comprehensive discussion of their (Ruth and her father's) 
sordid, immoral relations will follow in subsequent pages. 
Pilate's childhood has been horrific and emersed in 
disappointment. She never experiences any degree of 
normalcy. Both of her parents abandon her at an early age 
thereby leaving her without positive adult images or role 
models. Critic Catherine Rainwater expounds upon this 
absence and the importance of familial attachment in her 
essay "Worthy Messengers: Narrative Voices in Toni Morrison's 
Novels". This passage from Texas Studies In Literature and 
Language demonstrates Morrison's development of women 
characters. Rainwater takes note of 
A prominent theme in Morrison's works concerns the 
absence of reliable authority, the inscrutability 
of one human being to another and, concomitantly, 
the lack of definitive meaning in phenomenal 
events. This theme is elaborated in a variety of 
ways—through character interaction as well as 
through numerous formal mechanisms, especially the 
"mask" motif that appears throughout Morrison's 
fiction...even when we share common perceptions and 
agree upon facts, human motives and inner life 
remain obscure to the observer (97). 
Pilate personifies Morrison's typical outcast attempting to 
overcome public adversity. She endures her mother's death, 
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her own physical deformity (she does not a have a navel), and 
being a witness to her father's murder. Although she is 
never subjected to parental authority or guidance she still 
succeeds. Her mother and father are deceased, yet her 
father's spirit lives on. Hence, it is this same spirit that 
advises, reprimands, and consoles Pilate in times of need. 
One may wonder, since Pilate encounters death firsthand, 
doesn't she fear her father's eternal spirit? The answer is 
found in Rainwater's argument. Simply put, Pilate is not 
fearful of her deceased father's presence because she 
possesses a spiritual 'mask' molded from faith. 
Pilate intimidates and unnerves many men and women 
within the fictionalized African American community. Hence, 
she refuses to conform or succumb to the 'norm'. Instead, 
she chooses her own destiny even if it means traveling alone. 
Regardless of inaccurate rumors and accusations, "...Most 
important, she paid close attention to her mentor—the father 
who appeared before her sometimes and told her things" 
(Morrison 150). In one instance, this 'thing' entails Pilate 
reestablishing contact with her missing brother. Above 
everything else, her father's spirit adorns her with an 
emotional armour to survive life's obstacles. 
Pilate's physical handicap—her not having a navel— 
explains her reclusive and eccentric behavior. As a 
youngster growing up she views herself as being odd. Once 
she matures and becomes a young woman then she realizes the 
importance of a navel. It is this same shame that causes her 
to decline Reba's father's offer of marriage. She fears that 
he will leave once he discovers her deformity. Rosemarie 
Thomson equates Pilate's disability to her development of her 
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ancestral voice. In an article she titles "Speaking About 
the Unspeakable: The Representation of Disability as Stigma 
in Toni Morrison's Novels" Thomson's argument applies to 
Pilate's personae. Thomson acknowledges that 
While some of these women are central and others 
peripheral, all of them to one degree or another 
are represented as maternal goddess figures who 
have a mythical, supernatural aura about them. 
Moreover their physical anomalies reflect and 
correspond to the material effects which are 
manifestations of stigmatization, the psychological 
and social process that is always acted out upon 
the devalued body of the cultural other in the 
forms of rejection, isolation, lowered 
expectations, impoverishment—and, most 
egregiously—murder, rape and enslavement (240- 
241). 
As an outcast member of her community Pilate personifies 
the extreme 'goddess'. Her mythical and supernatural powers 
manifest themselves in a variety of different images and 
forms. One example is the presence of her father. Another 
example involves her physical intensity, and finally her 
intuitive nature that enables her to come to the aid of 
others. For many, the navel signifies one's biological 
beginning which is indicated by one's attachment to the 
umbilical cord. Consequently, since Pilate lacks a navel she 
in turn refuses to confine her origin to one part of her 
body. Instead, her humanistic ideal is expressed through her 
ancestral voice which represents an expansion of family 
lineage. Although Pilate is scrutinized by African American 
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men and women, she refuses to succumb to Euroamerican and 
Western aesthetics. This ideology, for many of these persons 
maintains that the Euroamerican standard of beauty represents 
the ideal. This same standard dictates that for one to 
consider oneself normal one must possess a navel. Pilate 
refutes this false notion of physical and emotional beauty. 
By doing so, she emphasizes the importance of wholeness in 
regards to one's internal self and spirit. 
Pilate overcomes her physical inhibitions and is willing 
to assist other African American women. Again, she 
frequently relies upon her father's voice of wisdom to guide 
her in the right direction. Once her father commands her to 
relocate Macon, she embarks upon this painstaking journey 
with great determination and fervor. Morrison successfully 
summarizes Pilate's character. As a matriarchal figure and an 
ancestral storyteller Pilate is a communal teacher. 
Ironically, she is a product of both a male and female- 
centered world. From her father and brother she learns the 
psyche and mendacity. Once she experiences motherhood, her 
male-centered upbringing becomes a positive factor. These 
men have equipped her with certain strategies that are 
essential to survive within a patriarchal Euroamerican 
society. 
Ruth Dead, Pilate's sister-in-law, symbolizes one woman 
who learns the importance of ancestral voice. As the 
pampered wife to the wealthy, and prominent Macon Dead, Ruth 
is an unhappy woman. This black American princess 
experienced an elaborate childhood. Like Pilate, she had no 
maternal influences while growing up. Her father, the only 
African American doctor in the community was attentive to 
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Ruth's every want and need. Unfortunately, even the richest 
material objects did not eliminate Ruth's longing for 
emotional attachment. Furthermore, this void intensifies 
once Ruth becomes a young woman. By the time she weds Macon, 
Ruth is seeking a substitute for her father. 
Keith Byerman, in his essay, "Beyond Realism," exposes 
Ruth's character flaws. He recognizes that Ruth has no self 
identity or worth. Her outward appearance exudes wealth and 
contentment, however "Ruth rejects the present by literally 
embracing only the past and future...As the daughter of the 
town's first black doctor, displays the values of the old 
black bourgeoisie by assuming an attitude of hauter toward 
her nouveau riche husband" (Byerman 113). From childhood, 
Ruth learns that money should purchase happiness. Afterall, 
as 'daddy's little girl' she did not want for anything 
because the doctor grants her every wish. By doing so, she 
equates wealth with love. From her father, she in turn 
develops a false sense of reality which causes her 
artificial, empty identity. 
Not only does Ruth lack an ancestral voice, she is also 
an incomplete African American woman. Readers learn from the 
text that this paradoxical wife and mother has been subjected 
to an abnormal childhood. Surprisingly, her father violates 
her childhood innocence. He takes advantage of Ruth's 
youthfulness by making sexual advances towards her. In turn, 
this violation results in Ruth's underdeveloped ancestral 
voice. While conversing with her son, Milkman, she 
confesses, 
...because the fact is that I am a small woman. I 
don't mean little, I mean small, and I'm small 
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because I was pressed small...But I didn't think 
I'd ever need a friend because I had him. I was 
small, but he was big. The only person who ever 
really cared whether I lived or died...It was 
important for me to be in his presence, among his 
things, the things he used, had touched. Later it 
was just important for me to know that he was 
in the world. When he left it, I kept on 
reigniting that cared—for feeling that I got from 
him (Morrison 125). 
This passage indicates Ruth's regression into a childlike 
mendacity. The 'him' she references is her admired father. 
From an early age, Ruth's father intentionally isolates her 
from outsiders. He maintains her curiosity and attention by 
lavishing her with materialistic feminine objects. Yet, 
their relationship takes a turn for the worse once she grows 
older and begins to develop physically. She unknowingly is 
oblivious to her father's incestuous thoughts and desires. 
Once she weds Macon, he is the one to question her relations 
with her father. Even as Macon's wife she denies Macon's 
assertions that his father-in-law had committed wrongdoing. 
Afterall, Ruth had always assumed that her father was simply 
being attentive towards his 'little girl'. 
The reason why Ruth cannot develop and articulate a 
positive ancestral voice is because of her father. The 
respected wife of the infamous Macon Dead still perceives 
herself as 'small'. From the surface, Ruth appears happy. 
Afterall, she is affluent, her complexion is light, and she 
is married to a successful African American. Ruth Dead's 
emotional, psychological, and spiritual parts are incomplete. 
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Cynthia Edelberg in her essay, "Morrison's Voices: Formal 
Education, the Work Ethic, and the Bible" describes the 
distinctions that separate Ruth Dead from her biblical 
character. According to Edelberg, 
The Biblical Ruth follows her mother-in-law Naomi 
to the land of her birth. Naomi carefully arranges 
for Ruth to marry the admired and prosperous Boaz; 
they begin a line which culminates in the birth of 
King David. Ruth Dead, the emotionally suffocated 
and often battered wife to Macon, was devoted to 
her father while he was alive and continues to 
devote herself to his memory. She has elicited her 
husband's fury chiefly because of this 
memory (230). 
Subconsciously, Ruth is emotionally and psychologically 
scarred as a result of her father's incestuous actions. The 
real harm evidences itself once she reaches adulthood and 
becomes a wife. Her marriage to Macon causes great 
confusion. This confusion occurs because Ruth has very 
little exposure to positive male images. Her father is the 
only man she knows. She places him on a pedestal and 
provides him with unconditional love and adoration. Much to 
Macon's dismay, this continues after the doctor dies. 
Consequently, Macon's resentment stems from jealousy and his 
own personal insecurity. 
Pilate is fully knowledgeable of Ruth's discomfort. It 
is for this reason that she is willing to come to her 
assistances. During this time period, Macon is inattentive 
towards his wife. He is not attracted to Ruth and decides to 
stop their intimate relations. At the same time, Ruth wants 
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a third child hoping that a newborn will strengthen their 
marriage. She admits 
Because she had been so desperate to lie with her 
husband and have another baby by him, the son she 
bore was first off a wished-for bond between 
herself and Macon, something to hold them together 
and reinstate their sex lives. Even before his 
birth he was a strong feeling— a feeling about the 
nasty greenish-gray, powder Pilate had given her to 
be stirred into rain water and put into food 
(Morrison 131). 
Ruth's actions alone indicate that there is a void 
within her ancestral voice. She is totally dependent upon 
her husband for her own satisfaction and happiness. When she 
discovers that their marriage is dead, rather than talk to 
Macon, she takes matters into her own hands. Ruth uses 
trickery and deceit to regain her husband's interest. Pilate 
instructs her to place into Macon's food a mind altering 
concoction that makes him attracted to her. After doing so, 
she becomes pregnant with Milkman. 
It is interesting to note, how both Pilate and Ruth 
respond to their father's influences. In each individual 
case, each woman responds differently and this is seen via 
their ancestral voices. Unlike her sister-in-law, Ruth fails 
to develop an independent ancestral voice. The catalyst 
responsible for her failure is her father. Not only does he 
strip her of a precious childhood innocence, but he also 
alters her perception of men. Demonstrations of such 
misconstrued thoughts occur once Ruth convinces herself that 
men, and more importantly her husband, should be a reflection 
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of her father. Eventually, Ruth's perplexity about self and 
her sexuality affects her treatment of Milkman. Ironically, 
she fails to express this behavior towards her daughters 
simply because she and her daughters are of the same gender. 
Sandra O'neale in her article from Melus demonstrates how 
Ruth's victimization as a youngster affects her adulthood. 
In the article, "Race, Sex and Self: Aspects of Bildung in 
Select Novels by Black American Women Novelists," O'neale 
examines several factors that influence the sexuality of many 
African American women. It is her contention that 
These alienations extend into adult sexual 
relationships where heroines are repelled by or at 
least indifferent to sex not only because of 
familial conflicts but also because of fears of 
producing children who will be likewise rejected 
because of race, skin color or gender...Black 
heroines in novels by Black women are not, as 
Schultz posits "singularly and violently shocked 
with the knowledge of white oppression or with the 
strength of Black community"; and while they are 
not at odds with any "collective ethos" in the 
Black community, they certainly do insist upon 
separate collective feminine strategies within that 
ethos (27). 
Ruth's upbringing complies with a majority of O'neale's 
profile. Afterall, her father raised her in wealth and 
isolation. Traditionally, community members refer to Ruth as 
either the doctor's daughter or as Macon Dead's wife. Hence, 
she never evolves into her own identity — as Ruth, the 
woman. As an adult, Ruth maintains her father's belief that 
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she is pristine, pure, and unworthy of being touched. She 
practices this belief towards Macon which spawns his 
displeasure. Nevertheless, things change and Ruth reacts 
differently once her son, Milkman, is born. It is important 
to note the overt change in Ruth's maternal strategies. 
While in Milkman's company, Ruth is assertive, nurturing, and 
extremely overprotective. Subconsciously, she emulates her 
father's parenting strategies. Consequently, for the 
remainder of Ruth's adult life, her ancestral voice wavers 
and never fully develops. Ruth is unable to change her 
circumstance; she has no sense of her past or ancestry. 
The final character who misses the opportunity to 
acknowledge or develop an ancestral voice is Pilate's 
granddaughter, Hagar. One similarity that unites both Dorcas 
(a character in Jazz) and Hagar is their youth and their 
outward demeanor of innocence. Hagar, like Dorcas, plays the 
youngest role in the trilogy relationship of Morrison's women 
characters. Ironically, Pilate and Hagar are as different as 
night and day. Pilate and Reba are responsible for Hagar's 
inmaturity because both women give Hagar anything she wants. 
Like Ruth, she grows up thinking that things in life should 
be handed to her on a silver platter. Eventually, Hagar's 
mendacity proves to be problematic and contributes to her 
unexpected demise. 
Hagar, as a flat character, is raised in a matriarchal 
environment where men are not present. She is the product of 
one of Reba's spontaneous love affairs, consequently she 
never meets her father. Like Ruth these problems manifest 
during her adulthood. As a child, Hagar is intrigued with 
toys and trinkets. Yet, once she grows older, her interests 
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take a turn for the worst. The worst, in this context, 
refers to her uncontrollable obsession with her cousin, 
Milkman. Unlike Hagar, the passive, subservient, biblical 
character, Morrison's Hagar Dead is violent. Hence, her 
ancestral voice is unable to develop because of her violent 
demeanor. Gerry Brenner in his essay, "Song of Solomon: 
Morrison's Rejection of Rank's Monomyth and Feminism" 
explains Hagar's psyche and mendacity. His analysis reveals, 
Most pathetic is Hagar. As if it were not enough 
to carry the biblical burden of her name  
concubine to patriarchal Abraham, mother to outcast 
Ishmael, and handmaiden to jealous Sara—she is 
utterly resourceless in a crisis. Forsaken by 
Milkman, she becomes obsessively jealous, 
impotently vindictive, and, most pathetic of all, 
deluded with the notion that the acquisition of 
allegedly beautifying commodities will 
magically repossess Milkman (18). 
To a certain extent, the parameters of Hagar's psychosis 
began during childhood. Neither Reba nor Pilate refused to 
discipline Hagar and in turn, she grows up with the 
assumption that she can have anything or anyone she wants. 
Her inmaturity causes her to spend a majority of her life 
living a false sense of reality. This outlook is 
misconstrued once she enters into a relationship with her 
cousin. 
Interestingly enough, Hagar's undaunted pursuit of 
Milkman comes as no surprise to anyone. Afterall, she is the 
granddaughter of the eccentric and strange Pilate. Members 
of both families are aware of their incestuous relations, yet 
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no one opts to interfere. Hagar meets Milkman when she is 
seventeen and he is twelve. From the beginning, "She babied 
him, ignored him, teased him—did anything she felt like, and 
he was grateful just to see her do anything or be any way" 
(Morrison 92). For a total of ten years Hagar practices 
unyielding adoration. From her perspective, Milkman 
symbolizes the epitome of happiness and it is for this reason 
that she showers him with unconditional emotional and 
physical love. Like Ruth, who also is a willing participant 
in an incestuous relationship, Hagar develops an emotional 
imbalance. She is unaware that Milkman's interest in her is 
slowly deteriorating, and their relationship is clearly one¬ 
sided. 
Eventually, Milkman suggests that their intimate 
relations cease. Clearly, from his perspective, his initial 
interest in Hagar was a mere adolescent crush. Milkman has 
no idea that Hagar suffers from an unstable mental state. 
Nevertheless, Milkman's decision causes the emergence of an 
obsessive and vengeful psychopath. Milkman's cousin and ex¬ 
lover transforms into, "Hagar. Killing, ice-pick-wielding 
Hagar, who shortly after a Christmas thank-you note, found 
herself each month searching the barrels and cupboards and 
basement shelves for some comfortably portable weapons with 
which to murder her true love" (Morrison 126). Milkman is 
the catalyst behind Hagar's uncontrollable sporadic actions. 
His pre-meditated, inconsiderate attempt to discard Hagar 
from his life proves too much for her to bear. Finally it is 
a because of Milkman's immediate abandonment is the primary 
reason Hagar embarks upon a conscious journey to reconcile 
with her cousin. 
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Ruth and Hagar are very similar. Like Ruth, Hagar is 
insecure and perplexed emotionally. Furthermore, both women 
involve themselves in incestuous relationships, and finally 
both are in love with the same man — Milkman. More 
importantly, these three factors contribute considerably 
towards Hagar's depression and eventual demise. Hagar and 
Ruth are spoiled as young girls. With adulthood, both women 
learn that nothing in life is guaranteed. In the same 
context, Milkman's affections and love are not promised. On 
occasion, the obsessed lover, and overprotective mother both 
have difficulty accepting this reality. 
When one observes the roles both Ruth and Hagar play in 
Milkman's life it is evident that both women envy each other. 
When Ruth overhears rumors that Hagar is trying to kill her 
son she pays her an unexpected visit. She calmly threatens 
Hagar by saying, "If you so much as bend a hair on his 
head,so help me Jesus, I will tear your throat out" (Morrison 
137). At the same time, 
Hagar looked surprised. She loved nothing in the 
world except this woman's son, wanted him alive 
more than anybody, but hadn't the least bit of 
control over the predator that lived inside of 
her...Totally taken over by her anaconda love, she 
had no self left, no fears, no wants, no 
intelligence that was her own. So it was with 
a great deal of earnestness that she replied to 
Ruth. I'll try not to. But I can't make you a for- 
certain promise (Morrison 137). 
This excerpt reiterates for readers the immense psychological 
control Milkman holds over both women. Furthermore, this 
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same preoccupation alters the formation of one's ancestral 
voice. Traditionally, patriarchal values and assumptions 
require that Ruth and Hagar take care of Milkman's every 
emotional and or physical need. Ironically, he refuses this 
same responsibility and demonstrates this through cowardness. 
Most importantly, both Ruth and Hagar fail to realize that 
Milkman is an adult therefore he is responsible for self. 
Beauty is the final element that provokes Hagar's 
nervous breakdown. She is not concerned with her physical 
appearance until Milkman severs their relationship. Once 
this happens, Hagar decides to give herself a makeover. 
Unknowingly, Hagar succumbs to Euroamerican and Western 
aesthetics that values women according to their external 
demeanor. Frequently, a woman's appearance takes precedence 
over her intelligence and personality. Hagar does not fit 
the European mold because she is an African American woman 
with distinct features and traits. As a result of Hagar's 
absent ancestral voice she is unable to appreciate her 
positive internal or external qualities. Hence, she fails to 
accept her cousin's coldhearted rejection. In a passage from 
Essays in Literature, Joyce Wegs observes the enormous 
influence and power Euroamerican aesthetics has on Hagar. 
Readers learn, 
Before her fatal fever, her conversation with her 
mother and her grandmother forms a traditionally 
African cry and response pattern as her blues 
lament is answered by a reassuring lullaby from 
Reba and Pilate: 





And lemon-colored skin. 
Shh. 
And gray-blue eyes. 
Hush, now, hush. 
And thin nose. 
Hush, girl, hush. 
He's never going to like my hair. 
Hush. Hush. Hush, girl, hush (Wegs 215). 
These statements reaffirm the fact that Hagar possesses no 
spiritual identity. Regardless of her upbringing, Hagar 
never learns self value or self worth. Pilate, her 
grandmother, was never concerned with her own outward 
appearance or reverent demeanor. Unfortunately, Hagar does 
not inherit her grandmother's genes of independence and 
determination. While depressed, Hagar tries a short term 
solution for her long term problem. By doing so, she uses 
shopping as a means to attain a Euroamerican notion of 
beauty. She embarks upon a serious shopping spree where she 
purchases clothes, shoes, undergarments, and cosmetics. 
Furthermore, she makes an appearance at the neighborhood 
salon where she tries to make a hair appointment. 
Unfortunately, Hagar's efforts are in vain. Her futile 
struggle to improve her physical demeanor is unsuccessful 
because Milkman remains disinterested. Consequently, Hagar 
develops a severe fever and quickly dies. According to 
Cynthia Davis's article in Contemporary Literature, no one 
missed Hagar. Few persons gather to say farewell 
nevertheless, "At Hagar's funeral, Pilate sings and speaks to 
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each mourner, 'identifying Hagar, selecting her away from 
everybody else in the world who had died'" (Davis 339). 
It is apparent at this juncture that Morrison brings to 
the forefront the importance of her women and their creative 
expressions of humanistic ideals. In an excerpt from the 
text Eight Modern Essayists, Alice Walker discusses the 
history of African American foremothers. Oftentimes these 
women were subjected to societal signifiers of enslavement, 
sexual objectification, and poverty which they could not 
control. Nevertheless, obstacles of race, gender, and 
economics did not stifle the authentic talents of these 
mothers, sisters, aunts, nieces, and grandmothers. 
Specifically in her essay "In Search of Our Mothers' 
Gardens," Walker acknowledges the beauty of African American 
women. She admits 
For these grandmothers and mothers of ours were not 
Saints, but Artists; driven to a numb and bleeding 
madness by the springs of creativity in them for 
which there was no release. They were Creators, 
who lived lives of spiritual waste, because they 
were so rich in spirituality—which is the basis of 
Art—that the strain of enduring their unused and 
unwanted talent drove them insane. Throwing away 
this spirituality was their pathetic attempt to 
lighten the soul to a weight their work-worn, 
sexually abused bodies could 
bear (269). 
Pilate, Ruth, and Hagar exemplify some of the many women 
Walker references. It is through this representation that 
readers view the unique ability that differentiates African 
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American women from Euroamerican women. Some of these 
distinctions include geographical origin, childhood 
upbringing, education, and socialization. Both Walker and 
Morrison recognize the detrimental effects when the creative 
voices of these women are rendered, this causes an absence in 
their ancestral voice. 
CONCLUSION 
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In order to fully appreciate the richness and dexterity 
of African American literature the African American woman's 
ancestral voice must be acknowledged. The voice operates as 
a powerful signifier. Literary signifiera take on a variety 
of different forms and functions. The African American 
tradition illustrates various aspects of signification 
through daily living situations. Examples of these 
signifying mechanisms include spirituals, proverbs, tales, 
fables, and conversations. In addition, for many African 
Americans, signification functions as a vehicle for self 
expression. Regardless of the specific venue, the African 
American woman's ancestral voice fulfills the desires of many 
black women, which is the expression of the spoken and 
unspoken speech of their past, present, and future. 
The African American woman's ancestral voice emerges as 
a result of a definite need. It can be conjectured, that 
ancestral voice can be found in Gates' theory of 
signification because African Americans use this voice in 
ongoing cultural and verbal referents which are developed by 
signification. However, as noted earlier in the study, 
Gates' theory closely mirrors a Euroamerican, patriarchal, 
theoretical literary cannon. By doing so, Gates' theory 
neglects the experiences of many African American women. 
Valerie Smith, in the text Changing Our Own Words, 
demonstrates this negation as it pertains to literary 
criticism. She notes 
Black feminist criticism originated from a similar 
impulse. In reaction to critical acts of omission 
and condescension, the earliest practitioners 
identified ways in which white male, Anglo-American 
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feminist, and male Afro-Americanist scholars and 
reviewers had ignored and condescended to the work 
of black women and undertook editorial projects to 
recover their writings (39). 
Smith, and many other critics of African American women's 
literature propose that there is a noticeable void within a 
traditional Euroamerican literary cannon. This void is the 
African American woman's written and oral perspective. Her 
silent and oftentimes extinct ancestral voice unfortunately 
is an accepted norm in the American literary community. The 
decision to overlook and ignore the African American woman's 
presence causes one to create inaccurate, misconstrued 
literary perceptions. This omission may be detrimental to 
society because it does not reflect the diversity of American 
literature. 
As noted earlier, the ancestral voices of African 
American women demonstrate strength, ingenuity, and 
intellect. Failure to acknowledge her space and presence 
causes a lack in the understanding of certain signifiers used 
to express this voice. Barbara Christian in the article "The 
Highs and Lows of Black Feminist", observes the theoretical 
influences of criticism on texts written by these women. 
Christian believes 
...Because storytelling is a dynamic form of 
remembering/recreating, we found that it was often 
in the relationship between literatures and the 
world that re-visioning occurred...It has often 
been through our literatures that women have 
renamed critical areas of human life: mothering, 
sexuality, bodies, friendship, spirituality, 
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economics, the process of literature 
itself...As a result of that gravitation, we have 
moved to excavate the past and restore to ourselves 
the words of many of our foremothers who were 
buried in the rumble of distorted history...(49). 
Christian emphasizes the dexterity of the African American 
woman's creative spirit. Most importantly, she argues that 
these voices are not entirely new, rather they exemplify 
voices of past foremothers. Whether spoken or unspoken, 
oftentimes these voices explain lineage and precious family 
history. One must be open-minded in regards to African 
American women's literature. Furthermore, a certain kind of 
willingness is essential to fully comprehend the meaning of 
certain textual signifiers. The African American woman's 
ancestral voice brings a new cultural and gendered 
perspective into a traditional American literary cannon. 
The voices of many African American novelists are 
extremely diverse. This encourages both readers and writers 
to examine and analyze works with different lenses. In the 
case of Morrison's works, Jazz and Song of Solomon, the lens 
is simultaneously woman-centered and linguistically based. 
This opens up the necessary venue for the formation of 
Morrisonian codes, in certain cases, codes may portray 
pertinent historical events, chronological time development, 
or eccentric, complex characters. More importantly, the 
Morrisonian Coding theory is an example of an African 
American blend of voices and personalities. Perhaps, it is 
Morrison's ability to signify as a writer that enables her to 
attract such an assorted reading audience, a fact which 
reaffirms her creative writing style. 
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This writer has concluded that signification is the 
foundation of the Morrisonian Coding theory. Yet, it is 
necessary to incorporate into the theory the components of 
language and the African American woman's perspective. With 
these factors one can thoroughly analyze Morrison's texts. 
In the article, "Doing, Making, Meaning: Toward a Theory of 
Verbal Practice," critic Paul Hernadi emphasizes the 
differences that distinguish the writer from the reader. His 
argument supports the implementation of newer theories such 
as Morrisonian codes. Hernadi supports Morrison's authentic 
writing style because 
.. .within each of the communities and across the 
dividing lines between them, interpreters who have 
managed to silence certain aspects of an adopted 
text ought to engage in open dialogue with other 
interpreters who can speak for those aspects. 
Indeed one crucial function of feminist and 
minority critics today is to lend voice to 
heretofore "silenced" meaning in favored, 
as well as neglected texts (751). 
In essence, Hernadi recognizes that African American women's 
works require different criticism and literary analysis. 
Therefore the 'communities' used to examine Euroamerican 
written discourse are not the same as the 'communities' that 
read African American literature. Hernadi bravely suggests 
that the academic community acknowledge and incorporate into 
their privileged realm the works of women, and more 
specifically the works written by African American women. 
Hence, a concerted effort must be made to recognize and 
comprehend Morrisonian codes that on occasion manifest 
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themselves through the ancestral voices of many of her women 
characters. Once this communication starts then the 
deconstruction of the African American woman begins. 
The initial step into the discovery of ancestral voice 
involves the recognition and or acknowledgement of one's 
history. This stage is of the utmost importance because it 
determines whether or not one can properly address situations 
of the present. Throughout both works Morrison interjects 
recurring themes. Furthermore, it is not a coincidence that 
within each text there is a trilogic relationship between 
certain female characters. In .lazz., Violet, Alice, and 
Dorcas are united, whereas in Song of Solomon, Pilate, Ruth, 
and Hagar come together. Certain parallels between these 
women demonstrate Morrisonian codes in process. It is common 
for these women to be of the same age, economic status, 
geographical location, marital rank, and academic background. 
Dissimilarities create contrasting codes when one observes 
the spiritual, physical, and psychological make-up of these 
women. Regardless of these likes and dislikes, each woman is 
granted the opportunity to discover her ancestral voice; some 
are successful and others are not. Ebele Eko in his article, 
"Beyond the Myth of Confrontation: A Comparative Study of 
African and African American Female Protagonists" he 
summarizes the teacher/student relationship that forms 
between many of these women. He suggests that 
Together they lift the veil on female experience, 
denouncing and rejecting those unquestioned ideas 
and assumptions that bind and oppress the weaker 
element in society. They use their "mouths as 
guns" to confront forces and face issues regarded 
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as taboo for them. Their courage is an example for 
others trapped in similar situations. Their 
decisions to speak, act, move, work, or paint— 
aspects of their creativity and resourcefulness— 
transform them. In helping others, these women 
find their lives enlarged and enriched 
(151). 
Eko's assertion reveals the intricate emotional, spiritual, 
and physiological layers in African American womanhood. More 
importantly, these women who are of a similar race and gender 
share an intimate comradery that others cannot understand. 
The 'weaker' element symbolizes a Euroamerican system of 
patriarchy that traditionally victimizes and objectifies 
African American women. Historically, these women were 
enslaved, forced into toilsome labor without financial 
compensation, and finally subjected to sexual exploitation. 
Whether it manifests itself in a literary realm, for example 
as a writer or in a communal realm, as a griot/great- 
grandmother, black women are historical educators. 
The women in Morrison's novels (Violet, Alice, and 
Dorcas- Jazz, and Pilate, Ruth, and Hagar- Song of Solomon) 
engage in the Morrisonian coding process. As previously 
stated the elements that comprise ancestral voice are: 
expressive body language, a speech pattern versed in communal 
ideas, and spirituality. Each woman is her own person. As 
demonstrated in the previous chapters, some women are able to 
fulfill their ancestral voices, whereas others are not. 
Careful analysis reveals that the women characters share 
certain similarities. According to their families and 
neighbors, Violet Trace and Pilate Dead are communal 
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outcasts. Everyone, assumes that these women are crazy, 
unfeminine, and eccentric in their behavior. Contrary to 
popular belief, Violet and Pilate typify strong, independent 
women who refuse self-sacrification. Pilate is the only 
character who possesses a complete ancestral voice, whereas 
Violet demonstrates expressive body language, and a speech 
pattern versed in communal ideals. Alice Manfred and Ruth 
Dead are pristine, God-fearing women. Unfortunately, their 
indecisiveness causes them to assume very little identity. 
Both succumb to a patriarchal system that sanctions that the 
institution of marriage, whether healthy or unhealthy, is 
better than being alone. Alice exhibits relentless 
spirituality; on the other hand, Ruth compensates for her 
spiritual shortcoming in her display of intermittent 
expressive body language. Final commonalities involve the 
personalities of Dorcas and Hagar. Dorcas, who unexpectedly 
dies shows rebellious, expressive body language like most 
eighteen year old teenagers. Hagar, unlike any other woman 
exudes a psychotic expressive body language which is sporadic 
because she lacks spiritual faith. Although both women are 
the youngest characters, paradoxically it is their innocence 
and naivety that causes them heartbreak and early deaths. 
Morrisonian coding functions as a metaphoric camouflage 
to expose taboo subject-matters within African American 
communities. Her courageous writing strategies confront 
clandestine topics such as incest and intraracial 
discrimination in African American culture. More importantly, 
signifiers such as the ancestral voice, grant the women 
characters the opportunity to be both seen and heard. Prior 
to the emergence of the ancestral voice many African American 
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women were going unnoticed. In turn, their economic, 
physical, emotional, and spiritual sacrifices were 
overshadowed/prioritized by their male counterparts. Hence, 
their internal, spiritual, and psychological voices were 
deemed unimportant and oftentimes overlooked. Morrison 
elaborates upon her needs as a contemporary African American 
woman writer in Playing in the Dark Whiteness and the 
Literary Imagination. She vehemently confirms her intentions 
as an author. 
My work requires me to think about how free I can 
be as an African-American woman writer in my 
genderized, sexualized, wholly racialized 
world...It rises from what I know about the ways 
writers transform aspects of their social grounding 
into aspects of language, and the ways 
they tell other stories, fight secret wars, limn 
out all sorts of debates blanketed in their texts 
(Morrison 4). 
It is apparent that Morrison successfully uses written 
discourse as an instructional and learning tool. It is 
inevitable that her own ancestral voice emerges through her 
texts. Margaret Homans in an excerpt from Signs supports 
Morrison's argument regarding literary freedom and 
expression. She notes that in regards to both works, 
The tongue, first an emblem of silencing by white, 
patriarchal power, becomes a figure for making 
black women's voices heard that is in turn 
silenced, this time not forcibly by whites but by 
the black women themselves...This communication 
from one woman to another, which concerns the 
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survival of a symbol for both the persistence and 
the self-subversion of women's expression, forms as 
equivocal an end to the novel's treatment of 
language (195). 
Therefore, it is not surprising that Morrison's women 
characters in Jazz and Song of Solomon do not develop self 
worth until they acknowledge and recognize the power of their 
ancestral voices. Consequently, the only technique needed is 
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